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Prefatory Note 


In the last twelve or fifteen years, side by 
side with the so-called ‘“‘poetic Renaissance,” 
there has developed what is probably the 
first fundamental discussion of the nature of 
criticism in American literature. The purpose 
of this volume is to bring together some of the 
more important essays representative of this 
discussion. The collection is not intended to be 
representative in any other way. The first 
essay dates from 1910, the last from 1923, and 
virtually every critical point of view is given 
a hearing. For permission to reprint, thanks 
are due to the authors of the various essays and 
to Messrs. Henry Holt & Co., Charles Scrib- 
ner’s Sons, Alfred A. Knopf, B. W. Huebsch, 
the Columbia University Press, and the editors 
of the Nation. The essays, several of which 
have been revised by their authors for this col- 
lection, are here arranged in chronological 
order. 
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The New Criticesm* 
By J. £. SPINGARN 


“Wuar droll creatures these college professors 
are whenever they talk about art,” wrote 
Flaubert in one of his letters, and voiced the 
world’s opinion of academic criticism. For the 
world shares the view of the Italian poet that 
“monks and professors cannot write the lives 
of poets,”’ and looks only to those rich in lit- 
erary experience for its opinions on literature. 
But the poets themselves have had no special 
grudge against academic criticism that they 
have not felt equally for every other kind. 
For the most part, they have objected to all 
criticism, since what each mainly seeks in his 
own case is not criticism, but uncritical praise. 
“Kill the dog, he is a reviewer,” cried the 
young Goethe; and in an age nearer our own 
William Morris expressed his contempt for 

1A lecture delivered at Columbia University on March 9, 
1910; first published by the Columbia University Press in 


1911; reprinted in Creative Criticism: Essays on the Unity 
of Genius and Taste (Henry Holt & Company) in 1917. 
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those who earn a livelihood by writing their 
opinions of the works of others. Fortunately 
for Criticism, it does not live by the grace of 
poets, to whom it can be of small service at 
its best, but by the grace of others who have 
neither the poet’s genius nor the critic’s insight. 
I hope to persuade you this evening that the 
poets have been mistaken in their very con- 
ception of the critic’s craft, which lives by a 
power that poets and critics share together. 
The secret of this power has come to men 
slowly, and the knowledge they have gained 
by it has transformed their idea of Criticism. 
What this secret is, and into what new paths 
Criticism is being led by it, is the subject of 
my lecture to-night. 


I 


At the end of the last century, France once 
more occupied the center of that stage whose 
auditors are the inheritors of European civi- 
lization. Once more all the world listened 
while she talked and played, and some of the 
most brilliant of her talk was now on the ques- 
tion of the authority of Criticism. It is not 
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my purpose to tell you (what you know al- 
ready) with what sober and vigorous learning 
the official critics of the Revue des deux 
Mondes espoused the cause of old gods with 
the new weapons of science, and with what 
charm and tact, with what grace and supple- 
ness of thought, Jules Lemaitre and Anatole 
France, to mention no others, defended the 
free play of ‘the appreciative mind. Some of 
the sparks that were beaten out on the anvil 
of controversy have become fixed stars, the 
classical utterances of Criticism, as when 
Anatole France described the critic not as a 
judge imposing sentence, but as a sensitive soul 
detailing his “‘adventures among masterpieces.” 

To have sensations in the presence of a work 
of art and to express them, that is the function 
of Criticism for the impressionistic critic. His 
attitude he would express somewhat in this 
fashion: ‘‘Here is a beautiful poem, let us say 
Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound. ‘To read it is 
for me to experience a thrill of pleasure. My 
delight in it is itself a judgment, and what 
better judgment is it possible for me to give? 
All that I can do is to tell how it affects me, 
what sensations it gives me. Other men will 
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derive other sensations from it, and express 
them differently; they too have the same right 
as I. Each of us, if we are sensitive to im- 
pressions and express ourselves well, will pro- 
duce a new work of art to replace the work 
which gave us our sensations. ‘That is the 
art of Criticism, and beyond that Criticism 
cannot go.” 

We shall not begrudge this exquisite soul 
the pleasure of his sensations or his cult of 
them, nor would he be disconcerted if we 
were to point out that the interest has been 
shifted from the work of art to his own im- 
pressions. Let us suppose that you say to him: 
“We are not interested in you, but in Prome- 
theus Unbound. To describe the state of your 
health is not to help us to understand or to 
enjoy the poem. Your criticism constantly 
tends to get away from the work of art, and 
to center attention on yourself and your feel- 
ings.” 

But his answer would not be difficult to 
find: “What you say is true enough. My 
criticism tends to get farther and farther from 
the work of art and to cast a light upon my- 
self; but all criticism tends to get away from 
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the work of art and to substitute something 
in its place. The impressionist substitutes 
himself, but what other form of criticism gets 
closer to Prometheus Unbound? Historical 
criticism takes us away from it in a search of 
the environment, the age, the race, the poetic 
school of the artist; it tells us to read the his- 
tory of the French Revolution, Godwin’s Po- 
litical Justice, the Prometheus Bound of 
fEschylus, and Calderén’s Magico Prodigioso. 
Psychological criticism takes me away from 
the poem, and sets me to work on the biog- 
raphy of the poet; I wish to enjoy Prometheus 
Unbound, and instead I am asked to become 
acquainted with Shelley the man. Dogmatic 
criticism does not get any closer to the work 
of art by testing it according to rules and 
standards; it sends me to the Greek dramatists, 
to Shakespeare, to Aristotle’s Poedics, possibly 
to Darwin’s Origin of Species, in order that 
I may see how far Shelley has failed to give 
dramatic reality to his poem, or has failed to 
observe the rules of his genre; but that means 
the study of other works, and not of Prome- 
theus Unbound. Esthetics takes me still far- 
ther afield into speculations on art and beauty. 
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And so it is with every form of Criticism. Do 
not deceive yourself. All criticism tends to 
shift the interest from the work of art to 
something else. The other critics give us his- 
tory, politics, biography, erudition, metaphys- 
ics. As for me, I re-dream the poet’s dream, 
and if I seem to write lightly, it is because 
I have awakened, and smile to think I have 
mistaken a dream for reality. I at least strive 
to replace one work of art by another, and 
art can only find its alter ego in art.” 

It would be idle to detail the arguments 
with which the advocates of the opposing 
forms of Criticism answered these question- 
ings. Literary erudition and evolutionary sci- 
ence were the chief weapons used to fight this 
modern heresy, but the one is an unwieldy 
and the other a useless weapon in the field 
of esthetic thought. On some sides, at least, 
the position of the impressionists was impreg- 
nable; but two points of attack were open to 
their opponents. They could combat the no- 
tion that taste is a substitute for learning, or 
learning a substitute for taste, since both are 
vital for Criticism; and they could maintain 
that the relativity of taste does not in any 
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sense affect its authority. In this sense im- 
pressionistic Criticism erred only less griev- 
ously than the “judicial”? Criticism which op- 
posed it. Each in its own way was inadequate 
and incomplete. 

But these arguments are not my present con- 
cern; what I wish to point out is that the 
objective and dogmatic forms of Criticism 
were fighting no new battle against impression- 
istic Criticism in that decade of controversy. 
It was a battle as old as the earliest reflection 
on the subject of poetry, if not as old as the 
sensitiveness of poets. Modern literature be- 
gins with the same doubts, with the same quar- 
rel. In the sixteenth century the Italians were 
formulating that classical code which imposed 
itself on Europe for two centuries, and which, 
even in our generation, Brunetiere has merely 
disguised under the trappings of natural sci- 
ence. They evolved the dramatic unities, and 
all those rules which the poet Pope imagined 
to be “Nature still but Nature methodized.” 
But at the very moment when their spokesman 
Scaliger was saying that “Aristotle is our em- 
peror, the perpetual dictator of all the fine 
arts,” another Italian, Pietro Aretino, was in- 
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sisting that there is no rule except the whim 
of genius and no standard of judgment be- 
yond individual taste. 

The Italians passed on the torch to the 
French of the seventeenth century, and from 
that day to this the struggle between the two 
schools has never ceased to agitate the progress 
of Criticism in France. Boileau against Saint- 
Evremond, Classicists against Romanticists, 
dogmatists against impressionists,—the antin- 
omy is deep in the French nature, indeed in 
the nature of Criticism itself. Listen to this: 
“It is not for the purpose of deciding on the 
merit of this noble poet | Virgil], nor of harm- 
ing his reputation, that I have spoken so freely 
concerning him. The world will continue to 
think what it does of his beautiful verses; 
and as for me, I judge nothing, I only say 
what I think, and what effect each of these 
things produces on my heart and mind.” 
Surely these words are from the lips of Le- 
maitre himself! “I judge nothing; I only say 
what I feel.”’ But no, these are the utterances 
of the Chevalier de Méré, a wit of the age of 
Louis XIV, and he is writing to the secretary 
of that stronghold of authority, the French 
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Academy. For some men, even in the age 
of Boileau, criticism was nothing but an “ad- 
venture among masterpieces.” 

No, it is no new battle; it is the perpetual 
conflict of Criticism. In every age impres- 
sionism (or enjoyment) and dogmatism (or 
judgment) have grappled with one another. 
They are the two sexes of Criticism; and to 
say that they flourish in every age is to say 
that every age has its masculine as well as its 
feminine criticism,—the masculine criticism 
that may or may not force its own standards 
on literature, but that never at all events is 
dominated by the object of its studies; and 
the feminine criticism that responds to the lure 
of art with a kind of passive ecstasy. In the 
age of Boileau it was the masculine type which 
gave the tone to Criticism; in our own, outside 
of the universities, it has certainly been the 
feminine. But they continue to exist side by 
side, ever falling short of their highest powers, 
unless mystically mated,—judgment erecting 
its edicts into arbitrary standards and conven- 
tions, enjoyment lost in the mazes of its sensu- 
ous indecision. 

- Yet if we examine these opposing forms of 


17 


J. E. Spingarn 


Criticism in our own age, we shall find, I think, 
that they are not wholly without a common 
ground to meet on; that, in fact, they are 
united in at least one prepossession which they 
do not share with the varying forms of Crit- 
icism in any of the earlier periods of its history. 
The Greeks conceived of literature, not as an 
inevitable expression of creative power, but as 
a reasoned “imitation” or re-shaping of the 
materials of life; for Aristotle, poetry is the 
result of man’s imitative instinct, and differs 
from history and science in that it deals with 
the probable or possible rather than with the 
real. The Romans conceived of literature as 
a noble art, intended (though under the guise 
of pleasure) to inspire men with high ideals 
of life. The classicists of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries accepted this view in the 
main; for them, literature was a kind of ex- 
ercise,—a craft acquired by study of the clas- 
sics, and guided in the interpretation of nature 
by the traditions of Greek and Roman art. 
For these men literature was as much a prod- 
uct of reason as science or history. The eight- 
eenth century complicated the course of Crit- 
icism by the introduction of vague and novel 
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criteria, such as “imagination,” “sentiment,” 
and “taste,” yet it was only in part able to 
liberate itself from the older tradition. 

But with the Romantic Movement there de- 
veloped the new idea which codrdinates all 
Criticism in the nineteenth century. Very 
early in the century, Mme. de Staél and others 
formulated the idea that literature is an “‘ex- 
pression of society’—a phrase that is merely 
a half-truth if “society” is interpreted in terms 
of the narrow circle of the individual poet’s 
life instead of in terms of that society which 
is commensurate with the spirit of man. Vic- 
tor Cousin enunciated “the fundamental rule, 
that expression is the supreme law of art,” 
and, as the meaning of expression was grad- 
ually misunderstood and narrowed, became the 
unwitting parent of the mechanical theories 
of the French school of “art for art’s sake.” 
Later, Sainte-Beuve developed and illustrated 
his theory that literature is an expression of 
personality—another misleading half-truth, if 
by personality is meant, not the artistic per- 
sonality which unfolds itself in the work of 
art, but the complex of external traits which 
the artist exhibits in his practical life. Still 
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later, under the influence of natural science, 
Taine took a hint from Hegel and elaborated 
the idea that literature is an expression of 
race, age, and environment. The extreme im- 
pressionists prefer to think of art as the ex- 
quisite expression of delicate and fluctuating 
sensations or impressions of life. But for all 
these critics and theorists, literature is an ex- 
pression of something, of experience or emo- 
tion, of the external or internal, of the man 
himself or something outside the man; yet it 
is always conceived of as an art of expression. 
The objective, the dogmatic, the impression- 
istic critics of our day may set for themselves 
very different tasks, but the idea of expression 
is implicit in all they write. 

French criticism has been leaning heavily 
on the idea of expression for a century or 
more, but no attempt has been made in France 
to understand its esthetic content, except for 
a few vague echoes of German thought. For 
the first to give philosophic precision to the 
theory of expression, and to found a method 
of Criticism based upon it, were the Germans 
of the age that stretches from Herder to 
Hegel. All the forces of philosophical thought 
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were focused on this central concept, while 
the critics enriched themselves from out this 
golden store. I suppose you all remember the 
famous passage in which Carlyle describes the 
achievement of German criticism in that age. 
“Criticism,” says Carlyle, ‘has assumed a new 
form in Germany. It proceeds on other prin- 
ciples and proposes to itself a higher aim. 
The main question is not now a question con- 
cerning the qualities of diction, the coherence 
of metaphors, the fitness of sentiments, the 
general logical truth in a work of art, as it 
was some half century ago among most critics, 
neither is it a question mainly of a psychologi- 
cal sort to be answered by discovering and 
delineating the peculiar nature of the poet 
from his poetry, as is usual with the best of 
our own critics at present; but it is, not indeed 
exclusively, but inclusively, of its two other 
questions, properly and ultimately a question 
of the essence and peculiar life of the poetry 
itself. . . . The problem is not now to de- 
termine by what mechanism Addison com- 
posed sentences and struck out similitudes, but 
by what far finer and more mysterious mech- 
anism Shakespeare organized his dramas and 
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gave life and individuality to his Ariel and 
his Hamlet. Wherein lies that life; how have 
they attained that shape and individuality? 
Whence comes that empyrean fire which ir- 
radiates their whole being, and pierces, at least 
in starry gleams, like a diviner thing, into all 
hearts? Are these dramas of his not veri- 
similar only, but true; nay, truer than reality 
itself, since the essence of unmixed reality is 
bodied forth in them under more expressive 
similes? What is this unity of pleasures; and 
can our deeper inspection discern it to be in- 
divisible and existing by necessity because each 
work springs as it were from the general ele- 
ments of thought and grows up therefrom into 
form and expansion by its own growth? Not 
only who was the poet and how did he com- 
pose, but what and how was the poem, and 
why was it a poem and not rhymed eloquence, 
creation and not figured passion? ‘These are 
the questions for the critic. Criticism stands 
like an interpreter between the inspired and 
the uninspired; between the prophet and those 
who hear the melody of his words, and catch 
some glimpse of their material meaning, but 
understand not their deeper import.” 
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I am afraid that no German critic wholly 
realized this ideal; but it was at least the 
achievement of the Germans that they enun- 
ciated the doctrine, even if they did not always 
adequately illustrate it in practice. It was 
they who first realized that art has performed 
its function when it has expressed itself; it 
was they who first conceived of Criticism as 
the study of expression. ‘There is a destruc- 
tive and a creative or constructive criticism,” 
said Goethe; the first measures and tests liter- 
ature according to mechanical standards, the 
second answers the fundamental questions: 
“What has the writer proposed to himself to 
do? and how far has he succeeded in carrying 
out his own plan?’ Carlyle, in his essay on 
Goethe, almost uses Goethe’s own words, when 
he says that the critic’s first and foremost duty 
is to make plain to himself ‘what the poet’s 
aim really and truly was, how the task he had 
to do stood before his eye, and how far, with 
such materials as were afforded him, he has 
fulfilled it.’ 

This has been the central problem, the guid- 
ing star, of all modern criticism. From Cole- 
ridge to Pater, from Sainte-Beuve to Lemaitre, 
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this is what critics have been striving for, even 
when they have not succeeded; yes, even when 
they have been deceiving themselves into 
thinking that they were striving for something 
else. This was not the ideal of the critics 
of Aristotle’s day, who, like so many of their 
successors, censured a work of art as “irra- 
tional, impossible, morally hurtful, self-con- 
tradictory, or contrary to technical correct- 
ness.” This was not Boileau’s standard when 
he blamed Tasso for the introduction of Chris- 
tian rather than pagan mythology into epic 
poetry; nor Addison’s, when he tested Paradise 
Lost according to the rules of Le Bossu; nor 
Dr. Johnson’s, when he lamented the absence 
of poetic justice in King Lear, or pronounced 
dogmatically that the poet should not “num- 
ber the streaks of the tulip.” What has the 
poet tried to do, and how has he fulfilled his 
intention? What is he striving to express and 
how has he expressed it? What vital and 
essential spirit animates his work, what cen- 
tral impression does it leave on the receptive 
mind, and how can I best express this im- 
pression? Is his work true to the laws of its 
own being rather than to laws formulated by 
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others? These are the questions that modern 
critics have been taught to ask when face to 
face with the work of a poet. Only one caveat 
must be borne in mind when attempting to 
answer them; the poet’s aim must be judged 
at the moment of the creative act, that is to 
say, by the art of the poem itself, and not by 
the vague ambitions which he imagines to be 
his real intentions before or after the creative 
act is achieved. For to create a work of art 
is the goal of every artist; and all questions 
in regard to his achievement resolve themselves 
into this: Has he or has he not created a work 


of art? 


II 


The theory of expression, the concept of lit- 
erature as an art of expression, is the common 
ground on which critics have met for a century 
or more. Yet how many absurdities, how 
many complicated systems, how many confu- 
sions have been superimposed on this funda- 
mental idea; and how slowly has its full sig- 
nificance become the possession of critics! To 
accept the naked principle is to play havoc 

2 


J. E. Spingarn 


with these confusions and complications; and 
no one has seen this more clearly, or driven 
home its inevitable consequences with more 
intelligence and vigor, than an Italian thinker 
and critic of our own day, Benedetto Croce, 
who has been gaining ground in the English- 
speaking world from the day when Mr. Bal- 
four several years ago gave him a kind of 
official introduction in his Romanes Lecture. 
But I for one needed no introduction to his 
work; under his banner I enrolled myself long 
ago, and here re-enroll myself in what I now 
say. He has led esthetic thought inevitably 
from the concept that art is expression to the 
conclusion that all expression is art. Time 
does not permit, nor reason ask, that we should 
follow this argument through all its pros and 
cons. If this theory of expression be once and 
for all accepted, as indeed it has been partly 
though confusedly accepted by all modern 
critics, the ground of Criticism is cleared of 
its dead lumber and its weeds. I propose now 
merely to point out this dead lumber and these 
weeds. In other words, we shall see to what 
conclusions the critical thought and practice 
of a century have been inevitably converging, 
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and what elements of the old Criticism and 
the old literary history are disappearing from 
the new. 

In the first place, we have done with all 
the old Rules. The very conception of “rules” 
harks back to an age of magic, and reminds 
the modern of those mysterious words which 
the heroes of the fairy-tales are without reason 
‘forbidden to utter; the rules are a survival of 
the savage taboo. We find few arbitrary rules 
in Aristotle, who limited himself to empirical 
inductions from the experience of literature; 
but they appear in the later Greek rhetoricians; 
and in the Romans, empirical induction has 
been hardened into dogma. Horace lays down 
the law to the prospective playwright in this 
manner: “You must never have more than 
three actors on the stage at any one time; 
you must never let your drama have more or 
less than five acts.” It is unnecessary to trace 
the history of these rules, or to indicate how 
they increased in number, how they were 
arranged into a system by the classicists of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and 
how they burdened the creative art of that 
period. They were never without thir ene- 
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mies. We have seen how Aretino was pitted 
against Scaliger, Saint-Evremond against Boi- 
leau; and in every age the poets have as- 
tounded the critics by transgressing rules with- 
out the sacrifice of beauty; but it was not 
until the end of the eighteenth century that 
the Romanticists banished them from _ the 
province of Criticism. The pedantry of our 
own day has borrowed “‘conventions”’ from 
history and “technique” from science as sub- 
stitutes for the outworn formule of the past; 
but these are merely new names for the old 
mechanical rules; and they too will go, when 
Criticism clearly recognizes in every work of 
art a spiritual creation governed by its own 
law. 

We have done with the genres, or literary 
kinds. Their history is inseparably bound up 
with that of the classical rules. Certain works 
of literature have a general resemblance and 
are loosely classed together (for the sake of 
convenience) as lyric, comedy, tragedy, epic, 
pastoral, and the like; the classicists made of 
each of these divisions a fixed norm governed 
by inviolable laws. The separation of the 
genres was a consequence of this law of clas- 
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sicism: comedy should not be mingled with 
tragedy, nor epic with lyric. But no sooner 
was the law enunciated than it was broken 
by an artist impatient or ignorant of its re- 
- straints, and the critics have been obliged to 
explain away these violations of their laws, 
or gradually to change the laws themselves. 
But if art is organic expression, and every work 
of art is to be interrogated with the question, 
“What has it expressed, and how completely?” 
there is no place for the question whether it 
has conformed to some convenient classifica- 
tion of critics or to some law derived from 
this classification. The lyric, the pastoral, the 
epic, are abstractions without concrete reality 
in the world of art. Poets do not really write 
epics, pastorals, lyrics, however much they may 
be deceived by these false abstractions; they 
express themselves, and this expression is their 
only form. There are not, therefore, only 
three, or ten, or a hundred literary kinds; there 
are as many kinds as there are individual poets. 
But it is in the field of literary history that 
this error is most obvious. Shakespeare wrote 
King Lear, Venus and Adonis, and a sequence 
of sonnets. What becomes of Shakespeare, the 
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creative artist, when these three works are 
separated from one another by the historian 
of poetry; when they lose their connection with 
his single creative soul, and are classified with 
other works with which they have only a loose 
and vague relation? To slice up the his- 
tory of English literature into compartments 
marked comedy, tragedy, lyric, and the like, 
is to be guilty of a complete misunderstand- 
ing of the meaning of Criticism; and literary 
history becomes a logical absurdity when its 
data are not organically related but cut up 
into sections, and placed in such compartments 
as these. Only in one sense has any of these 
terms any profound significance, and that is 
the use of the word “lyric” to represent the 
free expressiveness of art. All art is lyrical, 
—the Divine Comedy, King Lear, Rodin’s 
“Thinker,” the Parthenon, a Corot landscape, 
a Bach fugue, or Isadora Duncan’s dancing, as 
much as the songs of Heine or Shelley. 

We have done with the comic, the tragic, 
the sublime, and an army of vague abstrac- 
tions of their kind. These have grown out of 
the generalizations of the Alexandrian critics, 
acquiring a new lease of life in the eighteenth 
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century. Gray and his friend West cor- 
responded with each other on the subject of 
the sublime; later, Schiller distinguished be- 
tween the naive and the sentimental; Jean 
Paul defined humor, and Hegel defined the 
tragic. If these terms represent the content 
of art, they may be relegated to the same 
category as joy, hate, sorrow, enthusiasm; and 
we should speak of the comic in the same gen- 
eral way in which we might speak of the ex- 
pression of joy in a poem. If, on the other 
hand, these terms represent abstract classifica- 
tions of poetry, their use in criticism sins 
against the very nature of art. Every poet re- 
expresses the universe in his own way, and 
every poem is a new and independent expres- 
sion. The tragic does not exist for Criticism, 
but only A%schylus and Calderon, Shakespeare 
and Racine. There is no objection to the 
use of the word tragic as a convenient label 
for somewhat similar poems, but to find laws 
for the tragic and to test creative artists by 
such laws as these is simply to give a more 
abstract form to the outworn classical concep- 
tion of dramatic rules. 

We have done with the theory of style, with 
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metaphor, simile, and all the paraphernalia of 
Greco-Roman rhetoric. These owe their exist- 
ence to the assumption that style is separate 
from expression, that it is something which 
may be added or subtracted at will from the 
work of art, a flourish of the pen, an external 
embellishment, instead of the poet’s individual 
vision of reality, the music of his whole 
manner of being. But we know that art ?@s 
expression, that it is complete in itself, that 
to alter it is to create another expression and 
therefore to create another work of art. If 
the poet, for example, says of springtime that 
“°*Tis now the blood runs gold,” he has not 
employed a substitute for something else, such 
as “the blood tingles in our veins’; he has 
expressed his thought in its completeness, and 
there is no equivalent for his expression except 
itself. 


“Each perfect in its place; and each content 2 
With that perfection which its being meant.” 


Such expressions are still called metaphors in 
the text-books; but metaphor, simile, and all 
the old terms of classical rhetoric are signs of 
the zodiac, magical incantations, astrological 
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formule, interesting only to antiquarian curi- 
osity. To Montaigne they suggested ‘‘the 
prattle of chambermaids’’; to me they suggest 
rather the drone and singsong of many school- 
mistresses. We still hear talk of the “grand 
style,” and essays on style continue to be writ- 
ten, like the old “arts of poetry” of two cen- 
turies ago. But the theory of styles has no 
longer a real place in modern thought; we have 
learned that it is no less impossible to study 
style as separate from the work of art than 
to study the comic as separate from the work 
of the comic artist. 

We have done with all moral judgment of 
art as art. Horace said that pleasure and 
profit are the function or end of poetry, and 
for many centuries the critics quarreled over 
the terms ‘‘pleasure” and “profit.” Some said 
that poetry was meant to instruct; some, 
merely to please; some, to do both. Romantic 
criticism first enunciated the principle that art 
has no aim except expression; that its aim is 
complete when expression is complete; that 
“beauty is its own excuse for being.” It is 
not the inherent function of poetry to further 
any moral or social cause, any more than it is 
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the function of bridge-building to further the 
cause of Esperanto. The historian, the philos- 
opher, the legislator, may consider a work of 
art, not as a work of art, but as a social doc- 
ument, just as the quarryman may consider a 
statue merely as so many pounds of marble, 
but in so doing they ignore its essential purpose 
and the fundamental source of its power. For 
if the achievement of the poet be to express 
any material he may select, and to express it 
with a completeness that we recognize as per- 
fection, obviously morals can play no part in 
the judgment which Criticism may form of 
this artistic achievement. To say that poetry, 
as poetry, is moral or immoral is as meaningless 
as to say that an equilateral triangle is moral 
and an isosceles triangle immoral, or to speak 
of the immorality of a musical chord or a 
Gothic arch. It is only conceivable in a world 
in which dinner-table conversation runs after 
this fashion: ‘‘This cauliflower would be good 
if it had only been prepared in accordance with 
international law.” “Do you know why my 
cook’s pastry is so good? Because he has never 
told a lie or seduced a woman.” We do not 
concern ourselves with morals when we test 
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the engineer’s bridge or the scientist’s re- 
searches; indeed we go farther, and say that 
it is the moral duty of the scientist to disregard 
any theory of morals in his search for truth. 
Beauty’s world is remote from both these 
standards; she aims neither at morals nor at 
truth. Her imaginary creations, by definition, 
make no pretense to reality, and cannot be 
judged by reality’s tests. The poet’s only 
moral duty, as a poet, is to be true to his art, 
and to express his vision of reality as well as 
he can. If the ideals enunciated by poets are 
not those which we admire most, we must 
blame not the poets but ourselves: in the world 
where morals count we have failed to give 
them the proper material out of which to rear 
a nobler edifice. In so far as this is inherent in 
the nature of our humanity, it is not affected 
by the special conditions of any single society 
in space and time: though art is a symbol 
of the eternal conflict between aspiration and 
reality, it must at the same time remain for- 
ever a symbol of mortal imperfection. Critics 
everywhere except in America have ceased to 
test literature by the standards of ethics, and 
recognize in art an inevitable expression of a 
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side of man’s nature that can find no other 
realization except in it. 

We have done with the confusion between 
the drama and the theater which has permeated 
dramatic criticism for over half a century. 
The theory that the drama is not a creative 
art, but a mere product of the physical exis 
gencies of the theater, is as old as the sixteenth 
century. An Italian scholar of that age was 
the first to maintain that plays are intended 
to be acted on a stage, under certain restricted 
physical conditions, and before a large and 
heterogeneous crowd; dramatic performance 
has developed out of these conditions, and the 
test of its excellence is therefore the pleasure 
it gives to the mixed audience that supports 
it. This idea was taken hold of by some of 
the German romanticists, for the purpose of 
justifying the Shakespearean drama in its ap- 
parent divergence from the classical ‘“‘rules.” 
Shakespeare cannot be judged by the rules of 
the Greek theater (so ran their argument), for 
the drama is an inevitable product of theatrical 
conditions; these conditions in Elizabethan 
England were not the same as those of Peri- 
clean Athens; and it is therefore absurd to 


36 


The New Criticism 


judge Shakespeare’s practice by that of Soph- 
ocles. Here at least the idea helped to bring 
Shakespeare home to many new hearts by rid- 
ding the age of mistaken prejudices, and served 
a useful purpose, as a specious argument may 
persuade men to contribute to a noble work, 
or a mad fanatic may rid the world of a tyrant. 
But with this achievement its usefulness but 
not its life was ended. It has been developed 
into a system, and become a dogma of dra- 
matic critics; it is our contemporary equivalent 
for the “rules” of seventeenth-century ped- 
antry. Asa matter of fact, the dramatic artist 
is to be judged by no other standard than that 
applied to any other creative artist: what has 
he tried to express, and how has he expressed 
it? It is true that the theater is not only an 
art but a business, and the so-called “success” 
of a play is of vital interest to the theater in 
so far as it is a commercial undertaking. ‘The 
success may justify the playwright,” said an 
old French critic, “but it may not be so easy 
to justify the success.” The test of “success” 
is an economic test, and concerns not art or 
the criticism of art, but political economy. 
Valuable contributions to economic and social 
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history have been made by students who have 
investigated the changing conditions of the 
theater and the vicissitudes of taste on the part 
of theatrical audiences; but these have the 
same relation to Criticism, and to the drama 
as an art, that a history of the publisher’s 
trade and its influence on the personal for- 
tunes of poets would bear to the history of 
poetry. 

We have done with technique as separate 
from art. It has been pointed out that style 
cannot be disassociated from art; and the false 
air of science which the term “technique” 
seems to possess should not blind us to the 
fact that it too involves the same error. 
“Technique is really personality; that is the 
reason why the artist cannot teach it, why the 
pupil cannot learn it, and why the esthetic 
critic can understand it,’ says Oscar Wilde, in 
a dialogue on ‘“The Critic as Artist,” which, 
amid much perversity and paradox, is il- 
lumined by many flashes of strange insight. 
The technique of poetry cannot be separated 
from its inner nature. Versification cannot 
be studied by itself, except loosely and for 
convenience; it remains always an inherent 
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quality of the single poem. No two poets 
ever write in the same metre. Milton’s line :— 


“These my sky-robes spun out of Iris’ woof” 


is called an iambic pentameter; but it is not 
true that artistically it has something in com- 
mon with every other line possessing the same 
succession of syllables and accents; in this sense 
it is not an iambic pentameter; it is only one 
thing; it is the line:— 


“These my sky-robes spun out of Iris’ woof.” 


We have done with the history and criticism 
of poetic themes. It is possible to speak 
loosely of the handling of such a theme as 
Prometheus by A®schylus and by Shelley, of 
the story of Francesca da Rimini by Dante, 
Stephen Phillips, and D’Annunzio, or the story 
of King Arthur by Malory and Tennyson; but 
strictly speaking, they are not employing the 
same theme at all. Each artist is expressing 
a certain material and labeling it with an his- 
toric name. For Shelley Prometheus is only a 
label; he is expressing his artistic conception 
of life, not the history of a Greek Titan. It 
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is the vital flame he has breathed into his work 
that makes it what it is, and with this vital 
flame (and not with labels) the critic should 
concern himself in the works of poets. The 
same answer must be given to those critics who 
insist on the use of contemporary material in 
poetry, and praise the poets whose subjects 
are drawn from the life of our own time. But 
even if it were possible for critics to determine 
in advance the subject-matter of poetry or to 
impose subjects on poets, how can a poet deal 
with anything but contemporary material? 
How can a twentieth-century poet, even when 
he imagines that he is concerned with Greek 
or Egyptian life, deal with any subject but 
the life of his own time, except in the most 
external and superficial detail? Cynics have 
said since the first outpourings of men’s hearts, 
“There is nothing new in art; there are no 
new subjects.” But the very reverse is true. 
There are no old subjects; every subject is 
new as soon as it has been transformed by the 
imagination of the poet. 

We have done with the race, the time, the 
environment of a poet’s work as an element 
in Criticism. To study these phases of a work 
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of art is to treat it as an historic or social doc- 
ument, and the result is a contribution to the 
history of culture or civilization, with only a 
subsidiary interest for the history of art. We 
are not here concerned with the value of such 
studies as empirical preparations or concomi- 
tants, but only in their relation to the essen- 
tial and inherent nature of the critical act. 
“Granted the times, the environment, the race, 
the passions of the poet, what has he done 
with his materials, how has he converted 
poetry out of reality?” To answer this ques- 
tion of the Italian De Sanctis as it refers to 
each single work of art is to perform what is 
truly the critic’s vital function; this is to in- 
terpret “expression” in its rightful sense, and 
to liberate esthetic Criticism from the vassal- 
age to Kulturgeschichte imposed on it by the 
school of Taine. 

We have done with the ‘‘evolution’’ of lit- 
erature. The concept of progress was first 
applied to literature in the seventeenth cen- 
tury, but at the very outset Pascal pointed 
out that a distinction must here be made be- 
tween science and art; that science advances 
by accumulation of knowledge, while the 
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changes of art cannot be reduced to any theory 
of progress. As a matter of fact, the theory 
involves the ranking of poets according to some 
arbitrary conception of their value; and the 
ranking of writers in order of merit has be- 
come obsolete, except in the “hundred best 
books” of the last decade and the ‘“‘five-foot 
shelves” of yesterday. The later nineteenth 
century gave a new air of verisimilitude to this 
old theory by borrowing the term “evolution” 
from science; but this too involves a funda- 
mental misconception of the free and original 
movement of art. A similar misconception 1s 
involved in the study of the “origins” of art; 
for art has no origin separate from man’s life. 


“In climes beyond the solar road, 
Where shaggy forms o’er ice-built mountains roam, 
The Muse has broke the twilight-gloom” ; 


but though she wore savage raiment, she was 
no less the Muse. Art is simple at times, com- 
plex at others, but it is always art. The simple 
art of early times may be studied with profit; 
but the researches of anthropology have no 
vital significance for Criticism, unless the an- 
thropologist studies the simplest forms of art 
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in the same spirit as its highest; that is, unless 
the anthropologist is an esthetic critic. 
Finally, we have done with the old rupture 
between genius and taste. When Criticism 
first propounded as its real concern the oft- 
repeated question: “What has the poet tried 
to express and how has he expressed it?’ Crit- 
icism prescribed for itself the only possible 
method. How can the critic answer this ques- 
tion without becoming (if only for a moment 
of supreme power) at one with the creator? 
That is to say, taste must reproduce the work 
of art within itself in order to understand and 
judge it; and at that moment esthetic judg- 
ment becomes nothing more nor less than cre- 
ative art itself. The identity of genius and 
taste is the final achievement of modern 
thought on the subject of art, and it means 
that fundamentally, in their most significant 
moments, the creative and the critical instincts 
are one and the same. From Goethe to Car- 
lyle, from Carlyle to Arnold, from Arnold to 
Symons, there has been much talk of the “cre- 
ative function” of Criticism. For each of these 
men the phrase held a different content; for 
Arnold it meant merely that Criticism creates 
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the intellectual atmosphere of the age,—a 
social function of high importance, perhaps, 
yet wholly independent of esthetic significance. 
But the ultimate truth toward which these men 
were tending was more radical than that, and 
plays havoc with all the old platitudes about 
the sterility of taste. Criticism at last can 
free itself of its age-long self-contempt, now 
that it may realize that esthetic judgment and 
artistic creation are instinct with the same vital 
life. This identity does not sum up the whole 
life of the complex and difficult art of Criti- 
cism; but it is this identity which has been 
lost sight of and needs most emphasis now, 
for without it Criticism would really be im- 
possible. “Genius is to esthetics what the ego 
is to philosophy, the only supreme and absolute 
reality,” said Schelling; and without subduing 
the mind to this transcendental system, it re- 
mains true that what must always be inex- 
plicable to mere reflection is just what gives 
power to poetry; that intellectual curiosity 
may amuse itself by asking its little questions 
of the silent sons of light, but they vouchsafe 
no answer to art’s pale shadow, thought; the 
gods are kind if they give up their secret in 
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another work of art, the art of Criticism, that 
serves as some sort of mirror to the art of 
literature, only because in their flashes of in- 
sight taste and genius are one. 
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Two Phases of Criticesm: Historical and 
Esthetic * 


By GEORGE EDWARD WOODBERRY 


I. Historical Criticism 


Wuat is the act of criticism? It has lately 
been succinctly described as a repetition of the 
creative act of genius originating a work of 
art; to criticize is to re-create. ‘The critic is 
genius at one remove; he is not unlike an actor 
on the stage, and incarnates in his mind, as 
the actor embodies in his person, another’s 
work; only thus does he understand art, realize 
it, know it; and having arrived at this, his task 
is done. This is the last word of modern the- 
ory. It is obvious that it simplifies the func- 
tion of criticism, and relieves it apparently of 
much of its old service. It relieves it, for ex- 
ample, of judgment; the critic understands, he 

1 Lectures delivered at Kenyon College in May, 1913; 
printed by the Woodberry Society in 1914; reprinted in 
The Heart of Man and Other Papers (Harcourt, Brace and 


Company) in 1920. The omissions indicated by asterisks 
have been made by the author for this collection. 
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does not judge. It relieves it of interpreta- 
tion; the critic presents, he does not interpret. 
Strictly speaking, it seems a private affair that 
he is engaged in, an appreciation within his 
own consciousness; for the public to benefit by 
this method, every one must become his own 
critic, since to create or re-create is a deeply 
personal act. I pass no judgment on this the- 
ory now, but I shall return to it and shall 
endeavor to draw out its fruitful side. I de- 
sire, however, to state it at the outset, in order 
to throw into relief against it the matter of 
the present discourse, which deals with an 
older conception of the critic’s service. 

The theory whose main position I have out- 
lined limits art narrowly to its own world, 
the esthetic sphere of the soul in which genius 
works and from which its creations proceed, 
a world transcending that in which human life 
habitually goes on, and existing by virtue of 
its ideality on a higher plane of being. The 
world of art has an absolute and eternal qual- 
ity which it imparts to its creations; and one 
feels this the more in proportion as he has 
intimacy with them, enters into and lives in 
their world, and achieves its reality by virtue 
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of that union with the creative mind which 
the new theory sets forth as the end of crit- 
icism. 

But works of art have also a purely phe- 
nomenal side; once created, they belong to the 
world of phenomena, and having come into 
existence there, they are subject to the order 
of time, to current human conditions, to chang- 
ing judgments intellectual and moral, to varie- 
ties of fortune; in short, they are no longer 
isolated and in a place of their own, the artist’s 
mind, but are part of a larger world. They 
put on many relations, and thereby enlarge 
their being; they generate new interests, and 
thereby vary their significance; and the older 
criticism took note of these things. In brief, 
works of art take their place in time, and give 
tise to a history of art. They are terms of a 
temporal series; they “look before and after’; 
and however isolate and absolute may be their 
esthetic value, they offer, to say the least, other 
pertinent phases of interest, when taken as a 
development in time. 

The older criticism concerned itself much 
with germinal origins and shaping influences, 
questions of race, climate, geographical posi- 
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tion, social environment, political fortune. I 
need only recall to you the brilliant mono- 
graphs in which Taine made the art of the 
North emanate from fog, shadow and damp, 
and the art of the South weave its being of 
sun, color and broad prospects, till it almost 
seemed that poetry was a branch of clima- 
tology, that temperature was race-tempera- 
ment, war and commerce other names for epic 
and comedy, and genius rather a social phe- 
nomenon than a personal power. ‘This reso- 
lution of facts into general causes, of partic- 
ularity into law, of the individual into the 
mass, belonged to the bent of his mind, the 
mind of a philosopher; it is naturally irritat- 
ing to those who find personality to be the 
fiery core of life; but his method brings out 
the distinguishing features, as wholes, of the 
artistic periods to which it is applied, maps 
as it were their local and temporal emergence 
as units of history, and displays on the back- 
ground of the common mé/éeu the group-traits 
of each country and age. Work of all kinds 
is the fruit of a partnership between man and 
the world. Taine’s method brings into full 
view the world-factor, and by its emphasis and 
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preoccupation with this puts the objective ele- 
ment to the fore in the genesis of art. 

The balance is redressed by the psycholo- 
gists, who, in turn putting the subjective ele- 
ment in the fore, show as ardent a will to be 
absorbed in personality as Taine to escape 
from it. To them the individual is all; and 
not only that, but what is most peculiar and 
sué generés in him, his idiosyncrasy, is idealized 
as the fount and substance of his genius. 
Often it would seem that his title to be reck- 
oned among the sons of light is not clear till 
some abnormality is discovered in him. Crit- 
icism loses itself in biography and medicine, 
gossip, chatter and pathology; and of late that 
defective, delinquent degenerate, genius, seems 
hunted to his lair in the subconscious self. In 
recent years, too, there has sprung up a third 
group, a hybrid of the sociologists and the 
psychologists, which in the name of compara- 
tive literature has constituted of the republic 
of letters an international state in lieu of or- | 
dinary society, and has found its controlling 
factors in great personalities such as Petrarch, 
Rousseau, Goethe, and, secondary to them, a 
vast network of influences working between 
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nations and epochs; and in the hands of these 
scholars criticism has become an anatomy of 
texts. 

In these various modern diversions and 
divagations, determined by the scientific spirit 
of the last century, criticism shows a temper 
analogous to that which at an earlier time in 
the scholastic world committed it to logic in 
the classification of the kinds of literature, 
epic, drama, lyric and the like and to rhetoric 
in the formulation of the rules. It is plain 
that in all such labors, ancient or modern, 
criticism gets ever further away from the work 
of art itself; it leaves the matter of life, which 
art is, for the matter of knowledge; and when 
we consider the extraordinary variety of the 
tasks which criticism latterly has set for itself, 
whatever their value and interest as matter of 
knowledge may be, it certainly seems time to 
ask whether there be not a more defined sphere, 
less confounded with all knowledge, for crit- 
icism to move in, and a peculiar function for 
that art to fulfill which in the hands of its 
great masters, the poets, has been an art of 
interpreting and manifesting life at its height 
of power in genius. 
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Shall we, then, return to the new definition? 
To criticize is to re-create the work of art as 
it was in the mind of the original artist. But 
how to do this? It is a simple matter to re- 
create from what is before us, from the image 
or the text, “‘a vision of our own’’; but to re- 
quire that the vision be the same that was in 
the mind of the artist places it at once in the 
field of history; it is the state of mind of a 
man in the past, a particular man in his own 
time and place, that is to be recovered. What 
if the work of art be that of a race different 
in temperament, a Persian poem, for example? 
or one of an unfamiliar technique, like a Jap- 
anese print? or one of an antiquated dramatic 
habit and a primitive morality, such as an 
Eschylean trilogy? 

It is true that in art there is a universal 
element that, broadly speaking, appeals to all 
minds that are capable of receiving it; but 
in successive times it is dressed in the trap- 
pings of its own age, and attended by local 
and temporal associations, and though it may 
be interpreted in diverse tongues, it has a dif- 
ferent tone and accent and offers a different 
signification in each. Just as it is necessary 
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to read the language before one can understand 
the text, it is needful to endue the mind with 
various knowledge before it can take in foreign 
ideas and emotions in their original sense; 
and, indeed, if one would appropriate the past, 
as it was, he must put on the whole garment 
of time. The end given being to realize the 
state of mind of a man at a past moment—it 
may be in China or Peru—the office of histor- 
ical criticism seems an indispensable prelimi- 
nary; and by historical criticism I mean all 
those studies, sociological, psychological or 
comparative, which assist in the representation 
of the past, and amplify and clarify historical 
knowledge. ‘They are essential preliminaries 
to that task of re-creating the work of art as 
it was in the mind of the original artist. The 
extent of this preparatory study, in each in- 
stance, depends upon the case in hand; but 
in any case the critic must know the artist and 
the world he lived in, to reproduce his mental 
states with precision, or even approximately, 
and this necessity bears the more heavily upon 
him in proportion to the presence in the work 
of art of what is alien in time, race and method. 

The injunction to re-create what was in the 
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mind of the artist, when put forth with the 
implication that historical criticism can be dis- 
pensed with, derives its plausibility from the 
inveterate habit of the intellect of regarding 
life not as a perpetual flux, but as fixed. This 
is the mother of many practical fallacies. If 
there were only the European world and our 
own century, the maxim might work with suf- 
ficient success; but no sooner do we go about 
the world than we find other races and civili- 
zations with an art of their own which at first 
view is inscrutable to us; and no sooner do 
we, in our own studies, go out of our own time 
and retrace the course of our own civilization 
than we discover art which is equally un- 
familiar and enigmatic to us, such as Byzan- 
tine mosaic, for example, and primitive art 
generally; and even in the literature of the 
past there is much which has little or no mean- 
ing to us. History, indeed, shows us our an- 
cestors encountering successively alien litera- 
tures and appropriating them as they became 
gradually intelligible, and in each case a 
Renaissance attended the appropriation—a 
Celtic, Greek, Italian, Gothic Renaissance. 
History unfolds such a flux, not merely of 
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events and things in general, but of art in 
all its forms. But the intellect, in connection 
with its other systems of abstract thought con- 
ceived as fixed, has elaborated a logical scheme 
of art, in which all art is contained and is 
equally accessible to the mind. Art, however, 
is not thus known in the abstract like science, 
but only in the flux, in the concrete; that is 
itsonatures s%.'% 

I am not disposed to relinquish historical 
criticism; nay, rather I must cling to it as my 
only hope of qualifying myself to undertake 
that purely esthetic criticism by which I may 
at last become one with the soul of the artist 
and see his vision with the meaning and at- 
mosphere it had to himself. So much of art 
is antique and foreign, so much of what is 
racially our own has become alien to my feel- 
ings and ideas by the gradual detachment of 
time, that I need an interpreter between me 
and this dead and dying world of the past—I 
need precisely the interpretation of knowledge 
that historical criticism gives. True, it is not 
esthetic criticism; but esthetic criticism, in the 
sense of a re-creation of art as it was in the 
_past, for me is impossible without it. 
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In the same way that I cannot spare in- 
terpretation, I am reluctant also to excuse crit- 
icism from the function of judgment. It is 
said that the critic is concerned with two ques- 
tions—‘‘What was in the mind of the artist? 
Has he expressed it?’ To reply to these is 
the whole of the critic’s business. Here, again, 
the new theory narrowly limits the critic to 
the esthetic field. The intention is to debar 
the critic from any inquiry into the nature 
of what was in the artist’s mind, or any ex- 
amination of the means of expression em- 
ployed, or any judgment upon the value of the 
complete work. Whether the artist’s intention 
was one proper to his art, whether his method 
was well or ill adapted to its material and 
processes, whether the result was worth the 
pains, are questions that can find no place. 
Granted the artist’s aim, has he won success? 
and there an end. It is assumed, you observe, 
that there are no rules that are binding in the 
art, and that the artist himself is a man utterly 
free, without fealty or responsibility of any 
sort, of whom nothing is to be required except 
success in working his own will. Such free- 
dom may belong to the esthetic world, and 
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constitute, indeed, the normal condition of life 
there—the artist’s life; but I find these as- 
sumptions too sweeping when they are in- 
troduced into the world of criticism. I say 
nothing of works of art in the process of their 
creation, at present; but I repeat that, once 
created, they enter into the ordinary world 
of men and there they are subject to intel- 
lectual and moral values, being variously use- 
ful or harmful, as well as to analysis of their 
technique in the light of tradition. They have 
passed out of the artist’s creative mind, and 
are part of the larger human world—a lower 
and different world, it may be, but one in 
which communal interests and values have 
justly a great place, often to the detriment 
of the sporadic individual, though an artist. 
In the social world, if innovation has its priv- 
ileges, tradition has its rights. The rules of 
any craft grow out of experience; if an original 
and inventive artist finds novel ways, he does 
not, generally, altogether invalidate the old 
rules; most often he merely amends and im- 
proves them. The rules assume no finality; 
they embody past tradition, and incorporate 
new experience as soon as it has been warranted 
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by success. It is true that genius is always 
breaking rules and with the happiest fortune; 
it is the critic’s delight to be acknowledging 
instances of this constantly, for it means vital- 
ity and discovery; but breaking rules is not 
genius, and criticism does a very useful service 
generally, in such art as engraving, for ex- 
ample, in keeping under close observation the 
methods used or attempted, in the light of the 
tradition of the various crafts where hand and 
eye work together. Neither is success genius. 
It is still pertinent for criticism to inquire into 
the quality of the success, its value; and I 
am conservative enough to add that the critic 
may even ask whether it was right. Esthetic 
freedom is like free speech; it is, indeed, a form 
of free speech. We can never have too much 
of it. But the wisdom of what is said, the 
value of what is created—that is another mat- 
ter; and we who find in the merely human 
world no guide so safe as reason, look to criti- 
cism to declare the judgment of reason on the 
intellectual and moral values of art. 

But has art any intellectual and moral 
values? . . . I do not see that art, in being 
phenomenal, escapes from the reason any more 
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than life does, which is also phenomenal in 
the same sense. The faculties of the mind 
work on the material of art precisely as they 
work on the material of life. There is this 
difference, however, between the two worlds 
of life and art, that the former is a chance 
medley, an arrangement that happens, while 
the latter is an arrangement in which the 
higher faculties have intervened; it is an in- 
tended arrangement. In the casual happen- 
ings of life we find tragedy and comedy, but 
in the art of the drama they have been freed 
from incongruous and confusing admixtures, 
and are seen in a purer form. Among the liv- 
ing we find beauty, but in the sculptures of 
the Parthenon it is unveiled to our eyes in a 
more apparent form. The intervention of 
genius has charged phenomena with something 
new, vital and transforming, namely, with its 
own personality. It is conceded, in the new 
theory, that the contents of the work of art, 
its meaning, is constituted of the artist’s per- 
sonality expressed therein. What a lean and 
diminished personality that would be from 
which intellectual and moral elements were 
excluded!) 2). 
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The revolt against historical and judicial 
criticism, the attempt to confine the critic to 
an act of contemplation or simple intuition 
and whatever may result from that in his mind, 
in the belief that he will thus repeat what 
was in the mind of the artist, springs, I think, 
from a discontent with that immersion in the 
dead past of knowledge which is often the 
scholar’s lot, and from a desire to confine our 
interest in art within those limits where art 
is alive. I sympathize with this discontent 
and this desire. It is true that in historical 
criticism the mind travels far from the work 
of art itself, and makes a long detour through 
biography and social and political history; and 
often it arrives at its true task only through 
linguistics and archeology. This is wearisome, 
especially if one is really interested in art and 
letters. It is true also that in analyzing the 
contents of epic and drama, tales of chivalry, 
Eastern fables and Northern sagas, the mind 
is dealing often with dead intellect and dead 
morals, with antiquated methods, with what 
was inchoate in the primitive and decaying in 
the overripe; in a word, with what belongs in 
the tomb, from which as a matter of fact much 
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of it comes. But that is the lot of the scholar. 
“My days among the dead are passed,” is the 
inscription over his Inferno. But if one insists 
on re-creating in his own mind precisely what 
was in the mind of the original artist—or, 
since that is confessedly hopeless, on approxi. 
mating that ideal as closely as possible—then, 
I see no help for it. History is a thing of the 
dead past. It is an embalmment, wearing a 
mummified resemblance to life. Many are the 
voices in our time, beginning with Emerson, 
that have cried, “Away with it!’ ‘Let ‘us 
sweep our houses clean of death,” they say, 
“and have only life for a housemate.” There 
is a group of young men in Italy who advo- 
cate the destruction of the art of the past 
there; they say that it is in the way. If any- 
thing in the past is worth preserving, surely 
it is the history of the soul, and if any history 
is worth knowing, it is that history. Any pains 
that any scholar may be put to, in acquiring 
that knowledge, is worth while; but, after all, 
death enters also into the history of the soul, 
and much that is recorded there is no longer 
vital, no longer of this world. Yet it is true 
in realizing the dead selves of mankind, the 
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soul accumulates power, breadth of outlook, 
tolerance and especially, I think, faith and 
hope. The scholar who accumulates in himself 
the human past has something of that wisdom 
which goes, in individual life, with a long 
memory. This is the service of historical crit- 
icism, that it stores and vivifies memory: it is 
a great service, and I would_not dispense with 
it; but, especially in the world of art, which 
is the most intense realm of life, one is often 
fain to ask—“Is there no rescue from this 
reign of death, which is history, and how shall 
it be accomplished ?” 


II. Esthetic Criticism 


Is it an error to relegate art to the dead past 
and translate it into history? Works of art 
are not like political events and persons; they 
do not pass at once away. The Hermes of 
Praxiteles is still with us. Is it really the same 
Hermes that it was when it was made? Is 
its personal identity a fixed state, or does its 
personality, like our own, change in the pas- 
sage of time? May it not be the nature of 
art to cast off what is mortal, and emancipate 


62 


Two Phases of Criticism 


itself from the mind of its creator? Is it truly 
immortal, still alive, or only a stone image 
forever the same—a petrifaction, as it were, 
of the artist’s soul at a certain moment? or 
is it possible, on the other hand, that such a 
life really abides in art as to make what is 
immortal in the work greatly exceed that mor- 
tal and temporary part which historical criti- 
cism preserves? Let us ignore the historical 
element, and consider what is left in the criti- 
cal act, still conceived as a re-creation of the 
image, but the re-creation of the image before 
us apart from any attempt to realize what was 
in the artist’s mind, or with only a passing 
reference to that. 

Expression is the nucleus of the artist’s 
power. What is expression? It is the process 
of externalizing what was in the artist’s mind, 
in some object of sense which shall convey it 
to others. The material used may be actual 
form and color, as in painting and sculpture; 
or imaginary objects and actions through the 
medium of language, as in literature; or pure 
sound, as in music: always there is some 
material which is perceived by the senses and 
intelligible only through their mediation. 
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Slight, indeed, would be the artist’s power and 
inept his skill, if he should not so frame the 
lineaments of his work as to stamp on the 
senses of all comers the same intelligible image, 
and give for the bodily eye what the bodily 
eye can see in picture, statue or story. The 
work of art, however, is not merely the 
material object, but that object charged with 
the personality of the artist. It is in his power 
to make that charge effective that his true 
faculty of expression lies. The material ob- 
ject—form, color, action, sound—is enveloped 
in his feeling; the words he uses are loaded 
with his meanings and tones. His personal- 
ity is immaterial, and cannot be bodied forth; 
hence, the most essential and significant part 
of what he expresses, that which clothes the 
material object with its spirituality, is depend- 
ent in a supreme degree on suggestion, on what 
can be only incompletely set forth, on half- 
lights and intimations, and the thousand sub- 
tleties which lie on the borderland of the in- 
expressible. 

In so far as a work of art is a thing of 
nature, it can be expressed materially with the 
more adequacy; in so far as it is a thing of 
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the spirit, of personality, it is less subject to 
complete and certain expression; and in all art 
there are these two elements. In that process 
of re-creating the image which we are now 
examining, the mind’s fortune with these two 
elements is unequal ; so far as the material part 
is concerned, normal eyes will see the same 
thing, normal intelligence will grasp the same 
thing, in figure, action and event; but when 
it is a question of realizing the spirit, differ- 
ences begin to emerge and multiply. Rifts 
of temperament and varieties of experience 
between artist and spectator make chasms of 
misunderstanding and misappreciation. How 
diverse are the representations in the mind 
finally, as revealed in our tastes and judg- 
ments! The same image, mirrored in indi- 
viduals, becomes radically different in opposed 
minds, and each is apt to believe that his own 
is the true and only one. It is a commonplace 
that every reader thinks that he is Hamlet. 
What a number of Hamlets that makes! It 
is a commonplace also that this ease of identi- 
fication with a character is a test of genius in 
a writer and ranks him in power and signifi- 


- Cance. 
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Those who create so are called the universal 
writers. Whence arises this paradox, so com- 
mon in art, of infinite diversity in identity? It 
comes from the fact that, so far from realizing 
the image as it was in the artist’s mind and 
receiving it charged with his personality merely, 
it is we ourselves who create the image by 
charging it with our own personality. In this 
creation we do not simply repeat in ourselves 
his state of mind and become as it were ghosts 
of him who is dead; but we originate some- 
thing new, living and our own. ‘There is no 
other way for us to appropriate his work, to 
interpret it and understand it. The fact is 
that a work of art, being once created and ex- 
pressed, externalized, is gone from the artist’s 
mind and returns to the world of nature; it 
becomes a part of our external world, and we 
treat it precisely as we treat the rest of that 
world, as mere material for our own artist-life 
which goes on in our own minds and souls in the 
exercise of our own powers in their limitations. 
Gur appropriation of art is as strictly held 
within these bounds as is our grasp upon the 
material world. 

It is one of the charms of art that it is not 
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to be completely understood. In an age in 
which so high a value is put upon facts, in- 
formation, positive knowledge, it is a relief 
to have still reserved to us a place apart where 
it is not necessary to know all. The truth 
of science is stated in a formula of mathe- 
matics, a law of physics, a generalization of 
one or another kind; it is clear, and it is all 
contained there; in each specific case there is 
nothing more to be known. The truth of art 
is of a different sort; it does not seem to be 
all known, finished and finally stated, but on 
the contrary to be ever growing, more rich in 
significance, more profound in substance, dis- 
closing heaven over heaven and depth under 
depth. The greatest books share our lives, and 
grow old with us; we read them over and over, 
and at each decade it is a new book that we 
find there, so much has it gained in meaning 
from experience of life, from ripening judg- 
ment, from the change of seasons in the soul. 

A second but powerful limitation lies in 
those differences of temperament, just referred 
to, which have an arbitrary potency in appre- 
ciation. The practical man is, as a rule, really 
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self-excluded from the field of art; but, inside 
the field, the stoic will not make much of 
Byron nor the cynic of Shelley. In certain 
arts, such as the many kinds of prints, a special 
training of the eye and some technical knowl- 
edge of processes must be acquired before one 
really sees what the eye itself must discover 
in the engraving in order to apprehend its 
subtle qualities. The way, however, is most 
commonly blocked by certain inhibitions which 
are so lodged in the mind by education and 
opinion that they effectively paralyze any 
effort at re-creation. The prejudice of the 
early New England church against the theater 
is a curious instance of an inhibition that ren- 
dered nugatory a great historic branch of art, 
the drama; and it is the more singular, viewed 
as a religious phenomenon, because of the great 
place the drama held in religion itself in Cath- 
olic countries and especially in medieval times. 
What Puritan could read the sacred drama 
of Spain with any understanding? I have 
friends who object to war as a theme of verse, 
and the praise of wine by the poets is anath- 
ema in many quarters. These are all ex- 
amples of moral inhibitions bred in the com- 
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munity and operating against great divisions 
of literature. What a sword of destruction 
that would be which would strike Mars and 
Bacchus from the world’s poetry!’ The Amer- 
ican inhibition, however, which best illustrates 
what I have in mind, is that which rejects 
the nude in sculpture and painting, not only 
forfeiting thereby the supreme of Greek genius 
and sanity, but to the prejudice, also, of human 
dignity, as it seems to me. 

Such inhibitions in one way and another 
exist in communities and individuals; the ap- 
preciation of literature, and of art in general, 
is subject to them; and I cite these examples 
to bring out clearly how true it is that, almost 
involuntarily and unconsciously, in re-creating 
the work of art we remake it in ourselves and 
not in its own old world, and the meaning 
we charge it with is our own personality and 
not that of its original creator. If I look with 
shamed eyes at Hermes, Narcissus and Venus, 
the shame is mine, and not the sculptor’s; if 
I cannot read the old verses on Agincourt with 
sympathy and delight in their heroic breath, 
the poverty of soul is mine, not Drayton’s. 
In every way, the responsibility for what we 
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make of art, in re-creating it, springs from 
what we are. 

It is plain that, in consequence of our vari- 
ous limitations in faculty, knowledge, experi- 
ence, temperament and working always with 
some subjection to communal ideas and tastes, 
we must suffer many losses of what the work 
of art originally contained and fall short of 
realizing it as it was in the artist’s mind. On 
the other hand there is some compensation in 
the fact that the work itself may take on new 
meanings that the artist did not dream of; 
for, in returning to the external world and 
becoming a part of our real environment, the 
work of art has resumed that plastic quality 
which belongs to the world of nature and 
makes it material for us to mold our own souls 
in. The essence of the work, its living power 
for us, is not what the artist put in it, but 
what we draw from it; its world-value is not 
what it was to the artist, but what it is to the 
world. It is common enough for the reader 
to find meanings in a book that the writer did 
not consciously put there; there is much in per- 
sonality that the artist himself is not aware 
of, and also there may be much in the work 
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which he does not attend to, and hence there 
is excess of significance in both ways; and 
moreover, the reader may respond to the work 
with greater sensitiveness than belonged to the 
creator and in new ways. ‘Thus arises the 
paradox which I often maintain, that it is not 
the poet, but the reader, who writes the 
Poem.) -2).0 

If you have followed these remarks with any 
sympathy and I have conveyed to you my be- 
lief that each of us has the artist-soul, con- 
tinually engaged in its own creations, you will 
readily comprehend that works of art are not 
to me historical monuments valuable for the 
information they give of the past, nor even 
artistic entities to be known apart from our- 
selves and as they were in the artist’s mind; 
but rather such works are only raw material, 
or at least new material, for us to make our 
own statues and pictures and poems out of; 
or, in a word, to create the forms of our own 
souls out of ; for the soul must be given forms 
in order to be aware of its being, to know 
itself, truly to be. The soul moves toward 
self-expression in many ways, but in finding 
forms for itself the soul discovers its most 
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plastic material in the world of art. It is in 
forms of ideality that the soul hastens to clothe 
itself; and while it is possible for us to elab- 
orate such forms from the crude mass of nature, 
as the first artists did, yet later generations 
are the more fortunate in that they possess 
in art and literature a vast treasure of ideality 
already elaborated and present. Works of art 
thus constitute a select material wherein the 
artist-soul that is in each of us can work, not 
only with our own native force of penetration 
and aspiration, but, as it were, with higher 
aid—the aid of genius, the aid of the select 
souls: of ithe raceGa.. 

It has become plain, I trust, in what sense 
it is indeed true that it is the nature of art 
to cast off what is mortal and emancipate itself 
from the mind of its creator, and thus to enter 
upon a life of its own, continually renewed 
in the minds of those who appropriate it. 
This is its real immortality—not the fact that 
it lasts through time, but that it lives in the 
souls of mankind. I am fond of biography, 
and few are the pleasures of the literary life 
that are more pure and precious than the quiet 
and unknown companionship which biography 
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may establish between ourselves and_ those 
whose works have endeared to us their per- 
sons and interested us in their human fortunes 
as if they were friends; but I am always glad 
when time has destroyed all merely mortal 
record of them, and there remains only their 
work—only the “souls of poets dead and 
MOREE, iiss 

Only that element abides which can enter 
continuously and permanently into the souls 
of men, according to their several grades of 
being—only that which can live in human- 
ity; the rest fades away with time. And then 
this miracle arises that into the soul of Virgil, 
for example, enters a Christian soul, new-born, 
and deepening its pathos; and not Virgil only, 
but many others, are, as it were, adopted into 
the race itself and become the ever growing 
children of the human spirit, ideals and fathers 
of ideals through ages. That is earthly im- 
mortality—the survival and increment of the 
spirit through time. Thus arises another para- 
dox, that as art begins by being charged with 
personality, it ends by becoming impersonal, 
solving the apparent contradiction in the soul 
universal, the common soul of mankind. Each 
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of us creates art in his own image—it seems 
an infinite variable; and yet it is the variable 
of something identical in all—the soul. I 
often think that in the artistic life, and its 
wonderful spiritual interchange through the 
re-creation in each of the ideals of all, there 
is realized something analogous to the religious 
conception of the communion of saints, espe- 
cially when one considers the impersonality of 
art in its climax of world-fame; for the com- 
munion of saints is not a communion of in- 
dividual with individual, but of each one with 
all. It is thus in the artistic life that one 
shares in the soul universal, the common soul 
of mankind, which yet is manifest only in in- 
dividuals and their concrete works. Art like 
life has its own material being in the concrete, 
but the spiritual being of both is in the uni- 
versal. 

We have come, then, in our examination of 
criticism, or, in other words, of the act of 
appreciation, to the point I indicated earlier 
upon opening the subject, where criticism ap- 
pears to be a private affair, a deeply personal 
act, such that every one of us must be his 
own artist. Each of us has the artist-soul, 
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and if we enter truly into the world of art, 
it is not merely as spectators, but as partici- 
pants, as ourselves the artists. It is on this 
activity of the soul in its artist-life that the 
whole subject concentrates its interest. I re- 
minded you that from time to time in history 
our ancestors encountered successively alien 
literatures, and as each was in turn appropri- 
ated, a Renaissance resulted. It is thus that 
civilization has grown in body and quality, 
ever enriching itself by what it absorbs from 
this and that particular race and age. Noth- 
ing can exceed in folly the policy and temper 
that would isolate nations and races one from 
another; it is from the intermingling of all, 
with their various gifts and labors, that the 
greatest good finally comes; and no sign of 
the times is so disturbing to me as the present 
reactionary tendency in America apparent in 
the growth of race-prejudice and a jealous con- 
tempt of the foreigner. In this respect the 
life of the individual is like that of nations. 
If he grows, it is often by a Renaissance at- 
tending the introduction of something novel 
into his life. You are all familiar with the 
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tended the re-discovery of the ancient classic 
world in Italy, and you will recall how at a 
later time the re-discovery of the Middle Ages 
occasioned a similar flowering of art in the 
Gothic Renaissance, so variously fruitful in 
its turn in the last century. The parallel is 
easily found in individual life; such a pro- 
found and developing experience was the Ital- 
ian journey for Goethe, the study of Plato and 
the Greek dramatists for Shelley, mythology 
for Keats—and everywhere in literary biog- 
raphy one finds illustrations. 

The most arresting trait of the artist-life, 
as one begins to lead it, is that it is a life of 
discovery. It is not truth that is discovered, 
but faculty; what results is not an acquisition 
of knowledge, but an exercise of inward power. 
The most wonderful thing in the soul is the 
extraordinary latency of power in it; and it is 
in the artist-life, in the world of art, that this 
latent power is most variously and brilliantly 
released. What happens to you when you be- 
gin to see, really to see, pictures, for example? 
It is not that a new object has come within 
the range of your vision; but that a new power 
of seeing has arisen in your eye, and through 
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this power a new world has opened before you 
—a world of such marvels of space, color and 
beauty, luminosity, shadow and line, atmos- 
phere and disposition, that you begin to live 
in it as a child begins to learn to live in the 
natural world. It is not the old world seen 
piece-meal ; it is a new world on another level 
of being than natural existence. So, when 
you begin to take in a poem, it is not a mere 
fanciful arrangement of idea and event added 
to your ordinary memory of things; new 
powers of feeling have opened in your heart 
that constitute a fresh passion of life there, 
and as you feel it with lyric and drama, a 
significance, a mystery, a light enter into the 
universe as you know it, with transforming 
and exalting power. It is not that you have 
acquired knowledge; you have acquired heart. 
To lead the artist-life is not to look at pic- 
tures and read books; it is to discover the 
faculties of the soul, that slept unknown and 
unused, and to apply them in realizing the 
depth and tenderness, the eloquence, the hope 
and joy, of the life that is within. It is by 
this that the life of art differs from the life 
of science: its end is not to know, but to be. 
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The revolt against the historical treatment of 
art arises from feeling that in such treatment 
art loses its own nature, and that what is truly 
life, and has its only value as life, is degraded 
into what is merely knowledge. The first place 
is held by life. It is against the substitution 
of knowledge for life in scholarship, especially 
in the literary and artistic fields, that the pro- 
test is made. 

A second main trait of the artist-life of the 
soul, for which I am, as it were, pleading, 
is that it is a life of growth by an inward 
secret and mysterious process. There is noth- 
ing mechanical in it; it is vital. It was this 
aspect of the soul’s life which Wordsworth 
brought so prominently forward, and made ele- 
mental in his verse, advocating a “‘wise pas- 
siveness” in the conduct of the mind: 

“Think you, ’mid all this mighty sum 
Of things forever speaking, 


That nothing of itself will come, 
But we must still be seeking?” 


“Consider the lilies, how they grow: they toil 
not, neither do they spin.” That is the type 
of the artist-soul; in the artist-life there is 
neither toiling nor spinning. In an economical 
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civilization like ours, leisure is apt to be con- 
founded with indolence, and it is hard to see 
how the poet watching 


“the sun illume 
The yellow bees in the ivy bloom,” 


is not an idler in the land. Especially is it 
hard to see how things will come without plan- 
ning. In our own day planning has become 
an all-engrossing occupation. A belief in or- 
ganization has spread through the country, and 
is applied in all quarters of life, as if success 
were always a matter of machinery, and prefer- 
ably of legislative machinery. . . . There is 
a part of life where planning, the adjustment 
of means to an end, organization, and all that 
belongs in the practical sphere, has its place; 
but the growth of the soul proceeds on other 
principles and in another realm. The artist- 
life of the soul—and the soul’s life is charac- 
teristically artistic—lies in the self-revelation 
of its own nature, and this is a growth which 
takes place in a world of beauty, passion, ado- 
ration—in a word, of ideality, where what 
Wordsworth calls “our meddling intellect,” 
the practical reason, has small part. 
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I well know how opposed this doctrine is to 
the ruling spirit of our time, which shrinks 
our lives to the limits of an economical and 
mechanical sphere, to use Eucken’s phrases, and 
accustoms us to the dominance of their pre- 
cepts and methods. Art with difficulty finds 
room among us. It is not by accident that 
our most literary temperament, Henry James, 
and our two great artists, Whistler and Sar- 
gent, have had their homes abroad, and that 
from the beginning the literature and art of 
America have often had their true locality on 
a foreign soil. Yet, whatever may be the 
seeming, it is always true that the soul grows, 
it is not made; and the world of art is chiefly 
precious to us because it is a place for the 
soul’s growth. 

A third main trait of the world of art is 
that it is a place of freedom. I have already 
alluded to this briefly. It is not merely that 
the soul is there freed from the manacles of 
utility and has escaped from the great burden 
of success in life; that is only the negative 
side. It has also, on the positive side, entered 
into a realm of new power, the exercise of 
which is its highest function. The soul tran- 
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scends nature, and reconstitutes the world in 
the image of its own finer vision and deeper 
wisdom, realizing ideality in its own conscious- 
ness and conveying at least the shadow of its 
dream to mankind. It transcends nature in 
creating form. The Hermes of Praxiteles, 
whether or not one knows it is Hermes and 
discerns in it the godlike nature, gives to all 
ages a figure such as nature never shaped. The 
soul, also, in its artist-life, transcends nature 
in idea; each of us, in reading the play, may 
believe he is Hamlet, but each is well aware 
that he is identifying himself with a more per- 
fect type of himself, such as is known only 
to the mind’s eye. And, similarly, the soul 
transcends nature in the field of the relations 
of things; it builds up an Arcadia, an earthly 
Paradise, an ideal state, a forest of Arden, 
an island-kingdom of Prospero, a Round Table, 
a School of Athens, a Last Judgment, a legend 
of the Venusberg—what not?—so vast and 
various is the imaginary world wherein the soul 
from the beginning has bodied forth that inner 
vision and wisdom in which it finds its true 
self-consciousness. So great is its freedom 
there that, as is often said, it transcends also 
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the moral world, and so far as morals belong 
in the sphere of mere utility and social ar- 
rangement, this must be granted; but the sub- 
ject is too large and complicated to be entered 
upon here. I allude to it only to emphasize 
and bring out fully the doctrine that the soul 
exercises in its artist-life an unchartered free- 
dom; for it is not concerned there with prac- 
tical results of any kind, but only with the 
discovery of its nature, both active and pas- 
Sive. 

The fruit of this large freedom is the ideal 
world, in which each realizes his dream of the 
best. It is here that experiments are made, 
that revolutions sometimes begin; for the ideal, 
as I have said, once expressed, passes back 
into the ordinary world, and there it may be 
made a pattern, a thing to be actualized, and 
it falls under the dominance of the practical 
reason and has this or that fortune according 
to the wisdom or folly of mankind at the time. 
The ideal world is very mutable in different 
ages and races; and history is full of its débris. 
It is not an everlasting city set in the heavens 
that shall some time descend upon the earth 
in a millennium; it is a dream, the dream of 
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the soul in its creative response to the world 
about it. Yet there is nothing insubstantial 
about the dream; however unrealized in the 
external world of fact, it is spiritually real, 
for it is lived in the soul—it is the conscious 
life of the soul. There are times, however, 
when the ideal world does enter into the actual 
world, and partly permeate it, if it does not 
wholly master it. The classic, the chivalric, 
the Christian world attest the fact, broadly; 
and in individual life how must we ourselves 
bear witness to the mingling in ourselves of 
the poet’s blood—which is the blood of the 
world. In the intimacy of this communion is 
our best of life, and it is accomplished solely 
by the re-creation in us, in our minds and 
hearts, our hopes, admirations and loves, of 
what was first in the artists of every sort, 
according to our capacity to receive and re- 
embody in our own spiritual substance their 
finer, wiser, deeper power. Their capacity to 
enter thus into the life of humanity is the 
measure of their genius, and our capacity to 
receive the gift is the measure of our souls. 
Such in its main lines is the artist-life of the 
soul, a life of discovery, of growth, of free- 
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dom; but what is most precious in it, and most 
characterizes it, is a prophetic quality that 
abides in its experiences. The poets are often 
spoken of as prophets, and in history the great- 
est are those most lonely peaks that seem to 
have taken the light of an unrisen dawn, like 
Virgil, whose humanity in the ‘“/®neid” shines 
with a foregleam of the Christian tempera- 
ment, or like Plato, whose philosophy in many 
a passage was a morning star that went before 
the greater light of Christian faith in the di- 
vine. But it is not such poets and such proph- 
ecy that I have in mind. I mean that in our 
own experiences in this artist-life with the 
poets, sculptors and musicians there abides the 
feeling that we shall have, as Tennyson says, 
“the wages of going on”—there is our clear- 
est intimation of immortality. Wordsworth 
found such intimations in fragments of his 
boyhood and youth. I find them rather in 
fragments of manhood and maturer life. 
Life impresses me less as a birth initially 
out of the divine into mortal being than 
as birth into the divine at each step of the 
onward way. I am always fearful that in 
such statements, and in such a discourse as 
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this has been, I may seem to be speaking of 
exceptional things, of life that is only for the 
select and methods that are practicable only 
for the few and for men especially endowed 
with rare temperaments. Nothing could be 
further from my own belief. The artist-life 
of the soul is common to all, as soon as the 
soul begins to be and breathe, for it is in the 
world of art that the soul lives. The boy 
with Homer, the sage with Plato—it is all 
one: each is finding his soul, and living in it. 
The herb of grace grows everywhere. 

I have never such firm conviction of the 
divine meaning that abides in our life as when 
I notice how the soul puts forth its flower in 
the humblest lives and in the most neglected 
places, what deeds of the spirit are simply 
done by the poor and almost as if they did 
not know it. It is true that human life is an 
animal existence, and the sphere of the useful 
is primary in it; the necessity for earning one’s 
food, building one’s lodging, caring for one’s 
offspring, governs our days and years; but if 
I am in favor of social betterment and a 
more just economic order in the state to lessen 
the burden of common life and free it from 


85 


George Edward Woodberry 


an animal enslavement, it is not that I am 
thinking so much of what is called the welfare 
of the masses, in the sense of comfort. It is 
because I desire for them the leisure which 
would leave their souls room to grow. I 
should be sorry to see material comfort, which 
is an animal good, become the ideal of the 
state, as now seems the tendency. We are all 
proud of America, and look on our farms and 
workshops, the abundance of work, the harvest 
of universal gain dispersed through multitudes 
reclaimed from centuries of poverty—we see 
and proelaim the greatness of the good; but 
I am ill-content with the spiritual harvest, 
with the absence of that which has been the 
glory of great nations in art and letters, with 
the indifference to that principle of human 
brotherhood in devotion to which our fathers 
found greatness and which is most luminous 
in art and letters; our enormous success in the 
economical and mechanical sphere leaves me 
unreconciled to our failure to enter the artistic 
sphere as a nation. 

There is always, however, as you know, “‘a 
remnant.” It is true that the conditions of 
our time almost enforce upon our citizens, es- 
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pecially as they grow old and become absorbed 
in the work of the world, so abundant and com- 
pelling here—it is true that these conditions 
almost enforce a narrowly practical life. But 
there is one period of life when this pressure 
is less felt, and when nature herself seems to 
open the gateways for this artist-life that I 
have been speaking of: it is youth. I hope 
some random sentence, perhaps, may have 
made it easier for some one of you who are 
young, to believe in that world, to follow its 
beckoning lights and to lead its life. 
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Cratecasm * 
By w. c. BROWNELL 
I. Field and Function 


Criticism itself is much criticized—which log- 
ically establishes its title. No form of mental 
activity is commoner, and, where the practice 
of anything is all but universal, protest against 
it is as idle as apology for it should be superflu- 
ous. The essentially critical character of form- 
ularies alleging the inferiority to books of 
the books about books that Lamb preferred, 
finding the genesis of criticism in creative fail- 
ure, and so on, should of itself demonstrate 
that whatever objection may be made to it in 
practice there can be none in theory. In which 
case the only sensible view is that its practice 
should be perfected rather than abandoned. 
However, it is probably only in—may one say? 

1 From a volume entitled Criticism, published by Charles 
Scribner’s Sons in 1914. Of the four chapters in that vol- 
ume, on “Field and Function,” “Equipment,” “Criterion,” 


and “Method,” the first and the last are here reprinted by 
permission of the publishers. 
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—“uncritical circles,” notoriously as sceptical 
about logic as about criticism, that it en- 
counters this fundamental censure. ‘Nobody 
here,’ Lord Morley remarked, addressing the 
English Association, ‘“‘will undervalue criti- 
cism or fall into the gross blunder of regard- 
ing it as a mere parasite of creative work.” 
And, indeed, it would be slighting just pro- 
portion and intellectual decorum to lay any 
particular stress on the aspersions of the 
sprightly sciolists of the studios, such as, for 
example, the late Mr. Whistler, and of bril- 
liant literary adventurers, such as, for another 
instance, the late Lord Beaconsfield. 

As a matter of fact these two rather cele- 
brated disparagers of criticism were greatly 
indebted to the critical faculty, very marked 
in each of them. It is now becoming quite 
generally appreciated, I imagine,—thanks to 
criticism,—that Degas’s admonition to Whis- 
tler about his conduct cheapening his talent, 
which every one will remember, embodied a 
slight misconception. Whistler’s achieve- 
ments in painting, however incontestable their 
merits, would certainly have enjoyed less of 
the vogue he so greatly prized had his pre- 
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scription that work should be ‘received in 
silence” been followed in his own case by him- 
self. And it was certainly the critical rather 
than the creative element in Disraeli’s more 
serious substance that gave it the interest it 
had for his contemporaries, and has now alto- 
gether lost. 

More worth while recalling than Disraeli’s 
inconsistency, however, is the fact that in 
plagiarizing he distorted Coleridge’s remark, 
substituting ‘critics’ for “reviewers” as those 
who had failed in creative fields. The substi- 
tution is venial in so far as in the England 
of that day the critics were the reviewers. 
But this is what is especially noteworthy in 
considering the whole subject: namely, that 
in England, as with ourselves, the art of criti- 
cism is so largely the business of reviewing as 
to make the two, in popular estimation at least, 
interconvertible terms. They order the matter 
differently in France. Every one must have 
been struck at first by the comparative slight- 
ness of the reviewing in French journalism. 
One’s impression at first is that they take the 
business much less seriously than one would 
expect in a country with such an active interest 
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in art and letters. The papers, even the re- 
views, concern themselves with the current 
product chiefly in the “notice” or the compte 
rendu, which aims merely to inform the reader 
as to the contents of the book or the contri- 
butions to the exposition, whatever it may be, 
with but a meager addition of comment either 
courteous or curt. The current art criticism 
even of Gautier, even of Diderot for that mat- 
ter, is largely descriptive. In the literary 
revues what we should call the reviewing is apt 
to be consigned to a few back pages of run- 
ning chronique, or a supplementary leaflet. 

Of course one explanation is that the French 
public reads and sees for itself too generally 
to need or savor extensive treatment of the 
essentially undifferentiated. The practice of 
reviewing scrupulously all the output of the 
novel factories, exemplified by such periodicals 
as even the admirable Athenzum, would seem 
singular to it. But with us, even when the 
literature reviewed is eminent and serious, it 
is estimated, when it is reviewed with compe- 
tence, by the anonymous expert, who confines 
himself to the matter in hand and delivers a 
kind of bench decision in a circumscribed case. 
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And in France this is left to subsequent books 
or more general articles, with the result of re- 
leasing the critic for more personal work of 
larger scope. Hence, there are a score of 
French critics of personal quality for one Eng- 
lish or American. Even current criticism be- 
comes a province of literature instead of be- 
ing a department of routine. Our own current 
criticism, anonymous or other, is, I need not 
say, largely of this routine character, when 
it has character, varied by the specific expert 
decision in a very few quarters, and only occa- 
sionally by a magazine article de fond of a real 
synthetic value. This last I should myself like 
to see the Academy, whose function must be 
mainly critical, encourage by every means open 
to it, by way of giving more standing to our 
criticism, which is what I think it needs first 
of all. 

For the antipathy to criticism I imagine 
springs largely from confounding it with the 
reviewing—which I do not desire to depreciate, 
but to distinguish from criticism of a more 
personal order and a more permanent appeal. 
The tradition of English reviewing is impres- 
sive, and it is natural that Coleridge should 
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have spoken of reviewers as a class, and that 
Mr. Birrell should have them exclusively in 
mind in defining the traits of the ideal critic. 
And we ourselves are not without journals 
which review with obvious resources of scholar- 
ship and skill, and deliver judgments with the 
tone, if not always with the effect, of finality. 
But of course, taking the country as a whole, 
reviewing is the least serious concern of the 
journalism that seems to take so many things 
lightly. And it is this reviewing that I fancy 
the authors and artists have in mind when 
they disparage criticism. They disparage it 
in the main, however, as insufficiently expert, 
but though I dare say this is often just, the 
objection to it which is apparently not con- 
sidered, but which I should think even more 
considerable, is its tendency to monopolize the 
critical field and establish this very ideal of 
specific expertness, which its practice so fre- 
quently fails to realize, as the ideal of criti- 
cism in general. This involves, I think, a 
restricted view of the true critic’s field, and 
an erroneous view of his function. Virtually 
it confines his own field to that of the practice 
he criticizes; and his function to that of esti- 
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mating any practice with reference to its tech- 
nical standards. In a word, expert criticism 
is necessarily technical criticism, and, not il- 
logically, those whose ideal it is insist that 
the practitioner himself is the only proper 
critic of his order of practice. 

This was eminently the view of the late 
Russell Sturgis, who had an inexhaustible in- 
terest in technic of all kinds and maintained 
stoutly that only artists should write about 
art. And though his own practice negatived 
his principle so far as painting and sculpture 
are concerned, that was perhaps because the 
painters and sculptors were themselves so re- 
miss in lending a hand to the work he deemed 
it important to have done. They were surely 
excusable, in many cases, since they could 
allege preoccupation with what they could do 
even better, in proportion as they were either 
satisfactorily good at it or successful with it. 
Sturgis’s theory was that art should be inter- 
preted from the artist’s point of view, assum- 
ing of course the existence of such a point of 
view. Asa matter of fact there is none, and 
when it is sought what is found is either an 
artist’s point of view, which is personal and 
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not professional, or else it is that of every one 
else sufficiently educated in the results which 
artists could hardly have produced for cen- 
turies without, sooner or later, at least betray- 
ing what it is their definite aim distinctly to 
express. ‘The esoteric in their work is a mat- 
ter, not of art,—the universal language in 
which they communicate,—but of science; it 
does not reside in the point of view, but in 
the process. 

All artistic accomplishment divides itself 
naturally, easily, and satisfactorily, however 
loosely, into the two categories, moral and 
material. The two certainly overlap, and this 
is particularly true of the plastic arts, whose 
peculiarity—or whose distinction, if you choose 
—is to appeal to the senses as well.as to the 
mind. A certain technic therefore—that is 
to say, the science of their material side— 
is always to be borne in mind. But a far less 
elaborate acquaintance with this than is vital 
to the practitioner is ample for the critic, who 
may in fact easily have too much of it if he 
have any inclination to exploit rather than 
to subordinate it. He may quite conceivably 
profit by Arnold’s caution: “To handle these 
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matters properly, there is needed a poise so 
perfect that the least overweight in any direc- 
tion tends to destroy the balance . . . even 
erudition may destroy it. Little as I know 
therefore, I am always apprehensive, in deal- 
ing with poetry, lest even that little should 
[quoting a remark by the Duke of Welling- 
ton| ‘prove too much for my abilities.’ ” 

The artist who exacts more technical expert- 
ness from the critic than he finds is frequently 
looking in criticism for what it is the province 
of the studio to provide; he requires of it the 
educational character proper to the classroom, 
or the qualifications pertinent to the hanging 
committee. Now, even confined within its 
proper limits, this esoteric criticism suffers 
from its inherent concentration on technic. Ar- 
tistic innovation meets nowhere with such 
illiberal hostility as it encounters in its own 
hierarchy, and less on temperamental than on 
technical grounds. On the other hand, a 
painter like Bouguereau may systematically in- 
vert the true relations of conception and exe- 
cution, employing the most insipid convention- 
alities to express his exquisite drawing, and 
remain for a generation the head of the pro- 
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fessional corner in a school edifice where the 
critical faculty seems sometimes paralyzed by 
the technical criterion. And of course in tech- 
nical circles such a criterion tends to establish 
itself. Millet, who refused to write about a 
fellow painter’s work for the precise reason 
that he was a painter himself and therefore 
partial to his own different way of handling 
the subject, was a practitioner of exceptional 
breadth of view, and would perhaps have 
agreed with Aristotle, who, as Montaigne says, 
“will still have a hand in everything,” and 
who asserts that the proper judge of the tiller 
is not the carpenter but the helmsman. In- 
deed, ‘“‘The wearer knows where the shoe 
pinches” is as sound a maxim as “We sutor 
ultra crepidam’’; and the authority of the lat- 
ter itself may be invoked in favor of leaving 
criticism to critics. The classics of esthetic 
criticism constitute an impressive body of lit- 
erature, which has been of immense interpre- 
tative service to art, and to which the only 
practicing contributor of signal importance, it 
is worth bearing in mind, was himself a lit- 
térateur—even a novelist and a poet. Nor 
does it seem singular that, as a rule and in pro- 
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portion to his» seriousness, the practitioner 
should be engrossed by practice. 

It is true that we have in America—possibly 
in virtue of our inevitable eclecticism—a con- 
siderable number of practicing artists who also 
write distinguished criticism. But to ascribe 
its excellence to their technical expertness, 
rather than to their critical faculty and lit- 
erary ability, would really be doing an injus- 
tice to the felicity with which they subordinate 
in their criticism all technical parade beyond 
that which is certainly too elementary to be 
considered esoteric. Certainly some of them 
would be indisposed to measure work by their 
own practice, and in that case what critical 
title does this practice in itself confer? As 
a rule indeed, I think, they rather help than 
hinder the contention that criticism is a special 
province of literature with, in fact, a technic 
of its own in which they show real expertness, 
instead of a literary adjunct of the special 
art with which it is variously called upon to 
concern itself. And in this special province, 
material data are far less considerable than 
moral—with which latter, accordingly, it is 
the special function of criticism to deal. Every 
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one is familiar with plastic works of a per- 
fection that all the technical talk in the world 
would not explain, as no amount of technical 
expertness could compass it. However young 
the artist might have begun to draw, or model, 
or design, whatever masters he might have 
had, however long he might have practiced his 
art, whatever his skill, native or acquired, 
whatever his professional expertness, in a 
word, no artist could have achieved the par- 
ticular result in question without those gzal- 
zttes which have controlled the result, and 
which it is the function of criticism. to sig- 
nalize, as it is the weakness of expert evalua- 
tion to neglect. 

Criticism, thus, may not inexactly be de- 
scribed as the statement of the concrete in 
terms of the abstract. It is its function to 
discern and characterize the abstract qualities 
informing the concrete expression of the artist. 
Every important piece of literature, as every 
important work of plastic art, is the expression 
of a personality, and it is not the material 
of it, but the mind behind it, that invites crit- 
ical interpretation. Materially speaking, it is 
its own interpretation. The concrete absorbs 
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the constructive artist whose endeavor is to 
give substance to his idea, which until ex- 
pressed is an abstraction. The concern of crit- 
icism is to measure his success by the corre- 
spondence of his expression to the idea it sug- 
gests and by the value of the idea itself. The 
critic’s own language, therefore, into which he 
is to translate the concrete work he is consid- 
ering, is the language of the abstract; and as 
in translation what is needed is appreciation 
of the foreign tongue and expertness in one’s 
own, it is this language that it behooves him 
especially to cultivate. 

As it is the qualities of the writer, painter, 
sculptor, and not the properties of their pro- 
ductions, that are his central concern, as his 
function is to disengage the moral value from 
its material expression,—I do not mean of 
course in merely major matters, but in minu- 
tia as well, such as even the lilt of a verse 
or the drawing of a wrist, the distinction be- 
ing one of kind, not of rank,—qualities, not 
properties, are the very substance and not 
merely the subject of the critic’s own expres- 
sion. The true objects of his contemplation 
are the multifarious elements of truth, beauty, 
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goodness, and their approximations and antip- 
odes, underlying the various phenomena which 
express them, rather than the laws and rules 
peculiar to each form of phenomenal expres- 
sion; which, beyond acquiring the familiarity 
needful for adequate appreciation, he may 
leave to the professional didacticism of each. 
And in thus confining itself to the art and 
eschewing the science of whatever forms its 
subject—mindful mainly of no science, in- 
deed, except its own—criticism is enabled to 
extend its field while restricting its function, 
and to form a distinct province of literature, 
while relinquishing encroachments upon the 
territory of more exclusively constructive art. 

Of course thus individualizing the field and 
the function of criticism neither predicates uni- 
versal capacity in nor prescribes universal prac- 
tice to the individual critic, who however will 
specialize all the more usefully for realizing 
that both his field and his function are them- 
selves as special as his faculty is universally 
acknowledged to be. 
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I. Method 


A rational criterion implies a constructive 
method. In itself analysis reaches no conclu- 
sion, which is the end and aim of reason. In- 
valuable as is its service in detail, some rational 
ideal must underlie its processes, and if these 
are to be fruitful they must determine the re- 
lations of the matter in hand to this ideal, 
and even in dissection contribute to the syn- 
thesis that constitutes the essence of every work 
of any individuality. The weak joint in 
Sainte-Beuve’s armor is his occasional tendency 
to rest in his analysis. It is the finer art to sug- 
gest the conclusion rather than to draw it, no 
doubt, but one should at least do that; and 
I think Sainte-Beuve, in spite of his search for 
the faculté maitresse and his anticipation of 
the race, the mdléeu, and the moment theory 
so hard worked by Taine, occasionally fails to 
justify his analysis in this way; so that his 
result is both artistically and philosophically 
inconclusive. Now and then he pays in this 
way for his aversion to pedantry and system, 
and the excessive disinterestedness of his curi- 
osity. 
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It would certainly be pedantry to insist on 
truly constructive criticism in every causerie 
du lundé in which a great critic may quite par- 
donably vary his more important work with 
the play for which he has a penchant. But 
on the other hand truly constructive criticism 
does not of necessity involve rigidity. It im- 
plies not a system, but a method—to employ 
the distinction with which Taine defended his 
procedure, but which assuredly he more or less 
conspicuously failed to observe. It prescribes, 
in every work of criticism, a certain independ- 
ence of its subject, and imposes on it the same 
constructive obligations that it in turn requires 
of its theme. A work of criticism is in fact 
as much a thesis as its theme, and the same 
thematic treatment is to be exacted of it. And 
considered in this way as a thesis, its unity 
is to be secured only by the development in 
detail of some central conception preliminarily 
established and constantly referred to, how- 
ever arrived at, whether by intuition or anal- 
ysis. The detail thus treated becomes truly 
contributive and constructive in a way open 
to no other method. We may say indeed that 
all criticism of moment, even impressionist 
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criticism, has this synthetic aspect at least, 
as otherwise it must lack even the appearance 
of that organic quality necessary to effective- 
ness. And when we read some very interest- 
ing and distinguished criticism—such as the 
agglutinate and amorphous essays of Lowell, 
for example—and compare it with concentric 
and constructive work,—such as par excellence 
that of Arnold,—we can readily see that its 
failure in force is one of method as well as 
of faculty. 

On the other hand, the constructive method 
is peculiarly liable to excess. If the central 
conception it is concerned with is followed 
out in detail without the checks and rectifica- 
tions of analysis—the great verifying process 
—we have the partisanship of Carlyle, the 
inelasticity of Taine, the prescriptive formu- 
lary of Brunetiére. The spirit of system 
stifles freedom of perception and distorts de- 
tail. Criticism becomes theoretic. And 
though theoretic criticism may be, and in fact 
is not unlikely to be, artistically effective, it 
is fatally untrustworthy, because it is bent on 
illustrating its theory in its analysis, instead 
of merely verifying such features of its cen- 


104 


Criticism 

tral conception as analysis will confirm. 
Against such intuitive extravagance as Car- 
lyle’s the advantages of remarkable insight 
may fairly be set off. The academic prescrip- 
tions of Brunetiére, too, have a distinct educa- 
tional value—the results of a high-class lit- 
erary scholiast are always technically instruc- 
tive, however lacking they may be in the free- 
dom and impressionability sanctioned by a 
criterion less rigid for being purely rational, 
and committed to no body of doctrine, tradi- 
tional or other. 

It is, however, the historical method of crit- 
icism that chiefly illustrates constructive ex- 
cess. This method has at present probably 
the center of the stage; and though there is 
in France a distinct reaction from the su- 
premacy of Taine and in favor of Sainte- 
Beuve’s sinuous plasticity, the method itself 
maintains its authority. Taine was an his- 
torian and a philosopher rather than a critic, 
and his criticism is accordingly not so much 
criticism illuminated by history and philosophy 
as philosophic history. The data of literature 
and art under his hand become the “docu- 
ments” of history, of which in a scientific age 


105 


W. C. Brownell 


we hear so much. His thesis once established, 
however, as historical rather than literary or 
esthetic, too much I think can hardly be said 
for his treatment. Classification has the ad- 
vantage of clearing up confusion, and the value 
of a work like the Hiéstory of English Litera- 
ture appears when one recognizes its para- 
mount merit as resident in the larger scope 
and general view of history in which of neces- 
sity purely individual traits are to some ex- 
tent blurred if not distorted. These indeed 
may very well be left to pure criticism whose 
precise business they are. But the historic 
method in pure criticism is held quite inde- 
pendently of Taine’s authority. Scherer, for 
example, arguing against “‘personal sensations” 
in criticism, maintains that from the study of 
a writer’s character and of his period the right 
understanding of his work issues spontaneously. 
This is excellent prescription for the impres- 
sionist, although Scherer doubtless means by 
“personal sensations,” personal judgment also, 
and thus minimizes or indeed obliterates per- 
haps the most essential element of all in crit- 
icism, the critic’s own personality. Scherer’s 
practice, precisely owing to his personality, far 
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excelled his theory, as to which Arnold re- 
minded him of Macaulay, who certainly knew 
his writers and their period, but in whose mind 
a right understanding of their works occasion- 
ally failed spontaneously to issue. 

In fine, the historic method, great as have 
been its services to criticism and truly con- 
structive as it is, has two erroneous tendencies. 
It tends generally to impose its historical the- 
ory on the literary and esthetic facts, to dis- 
cern their historical rather than their essential 
character; and, as inelastically applied, at all 
events, it tends specifically to accept its ‘‘doc- 
uments” as final rather than as the very swb- 
jects of its concern. Taine furnishes a strik- 
ing instance of the latter practice. I have 
never myself been able to agree with those of 
his opponents, who, like Brunetiére, rested in 
the comfortable assurance that his whole the- 
ory was overthrown by the fact that the ordi- 
nary Venetian gondolier of the period was the 
product of the influences that also produced 
Tintoretto. One might as well hold that im- 
munity in some cases is not the result of the 
vaccine that fails to take in others; the causes 
of such differences in either physiology or his- 
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tory being perhaps, so far as they are not ob- 
vious, too obscure for profitable discussion 
compared with the causes of resemblances. 
But from the critical point of view it zs a legit- 
imate objection to his rigorous application of 
his method that he is led by it to consider so 
disproportionately causes, which are the proper 
subject of history, rather than characteristics, 
which are the true subject of criticism; to 
deem the business finished, so to say, when it 
is explained, and, comparatively speaking, to 
eschew its estimation. 

As to the other tendency, that of imposing 
historical theory on critical data, it is a com- 
monplace that history itself, which has been 
luminously called philosophy teaching by ex- 
amples, sometimes suffers from the submer- 
gence of its examples by its philosophy. In 
criticism the result is more serious because, 
viewed in the same light, its ‘examples’ have 
a far more salient importance. They are 
themselves differentiated philosophically in a 
high degree, and it is correspondingly difficult 
successfully to treat them merely as pieces of 
some vaster mosaic. On large lines and in an 
elementary way, this may of course be use- 
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fully done, but the work belongs in general 
I think rather to the class-room than to the 
forum of criticism. In the latter place their 
traits call for a treatment at once more indi- 
vidually searching and more conformed to an 
abstract, ideal, independent, and_ rational 
standard—for the application to the data they 
furnish of the zdeas they suggest, not the the- 
ory they fit. 

Now, in the true critical field of independ- 
ent judgment, however enlightened by culture 
and fortified by philosophic training, we know 
very well that theory means preconception. 
And, carried into any detail of prescription, 
preconception is as a matter of fact constantly 
being confuted by performance. Divorced 
from the ideas proper to each performance, 
reposing on a formula derived in its turn from 
previous performance become accepted and 
consecrate, it is continually disconcerted. New 
schools with new formule arise as if by some 
inherent law, precisely at the apogee of old 
ones. And preconception, based as it perforce 
is upon some former crystallization of the 
diverse and undulating elements of artistic ex- 
pression, is logically inapplicable at any given 
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time—except as it draws its authority from 
examples of permanent value and enduring 
appeal, in which case no one would think of 
calling it preconception at all. It may be said, 
to be sure, that philosophically this view, in 
excluding theory, degrades criticism to an al- 
together ancillary station—the business of 
merely furnishing data for an historical syn- 
thesis. But I am disinclined to accept this 
implication until the possibility of an histor- 
ical synthesis at all comparable in exactness 
with the critical determination of the data for 
it is realized or shown to be realizable. The 
monument that Sainte-Beuve’s critical essays 
constitute is, in spite of their disproportion- 
ate analysis, far otherwise considerable than 
the fascinating historical and evolutionary 
framework within which Taine’s brilliant syn- 
thesis so hypnotizes our critical faculty. 

In general effect, moreover, Sainte-Beuve’s 
work is itself markedly synthetic. What a 
complete picture it presents, at the same time 
continually illustrating the truth that the wiser 
business of criticism is to occupy itself with 
examples and the ideas they evoke, not with 
theories and the systems they threaten! For 
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with examples we have the essential element 
of unity “given”; it is actual, not problemat- 
ical. And—impersonal theses of course aside 
—in criticism of the larger kind as distinct 
from mere reviewing or expert commentary, 
by examples we mean, practically, personali- 
ties. That is to say, not Manfred, but Byron, 
not the Choral Symphony, but Beethoven. I 
mean, naturally, so far as personality is ex- 
pressed in work, and do not suggest invasion 
of the field of biography except to tact com- 
mensurable with that which so notably served 
Sainte-Beuve. There is here ample scope for 
the freest exercise of the synthetic method. 
For personality is the most concrete and con- 
sistent entity imaginable, mysteriously unify- 
ing the most varied and complicated attri- 
butes. The solution of this mystery is the 
end of critical research. To state it is the 
crown of critical achievement. The critic may 
well disembarrass himself of theoretical ap- 
paratus, augment and mobilize his stock of 
ideas, sharpen his faculties of penetration, and 
set in order all his constructive capacity, be- 
fore attacking such a complex as any person- 
ality, worthy of attention at all, presents at 
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the very outset. If he takes to pieces and puts 
together again the elements of its composition, 
and in the process or in the result conveys a 
correct judgment as well as portrait of the orig- 
inal thus interpreted, he has accomplished the 
essentially critical part of a task demanding 
the exercise of all his powers. 

And I think he will achieve the most use- 
ful result in following the line I have en- 
deavored to trace in the work of the true mas-. 
ters of this branch of literature, the born critics 
whose practice shows it to be a distinctive 
branch of literature, having a function, an 
equipment, a criterion, and a method of its 
own. ‘This practice involves, let me recapitu- 
late, the initial establishment of some central 
conception of the subject, gained from specific 
study illuminated by a general culture, fol- 
lowed by an analysis of detail confirming or 
modifying this, and concluding with a syn- 
thetic presentation of a physiognomy whose 
features are as distinct as the whole they com- 
pose—the whole process interpenetrated by an 
estimate of value based on the standard of 
reason, judging the subject freely after the 
laws of the latter’s own projection, and not 
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by its responsiveness to either individual whim 
or formulated prescription. This, at all events, 
is the ideal illustrated, with more or less close- 
ness, by not only such critics as Sainte-Beuve, 
Scherer, and Arnold, but such straightforward 
apostles of pure good sense as Sarcey and 
Emile F aguet. 

How the critic conducts his criticism will 
of course depend upon his own personality, and 
the ranks of criticism contain perhaps as great 
a variety of types and individuals as is to be 
found in any other field of artistic expression. 
For, beyond denial, criticism is itself an art; 
and, as many of its most successful products 
have been entitled “portraits,” sustains a closer 
analogy at its best with plastic portraiture than 
with such pursuits as history and philosophy, 
which seek system through science. One of 
Sainte-Beuve’s studies is as definitely a por- 
trait as one of Holbein’s; and on the other 
hand a portrait by Sargent, for example, is 
only more obviously and not more really a 
critical product than are the famous “‘por- 
traits” that have interpreted to us the genera- 
tions of the great. More exclusively imagi- 
native art the critic must, it is true, forego. 
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He would wisely, as I have contended, con- 
fine himself to portraiture and eschew the 
panorama. In essaying a “School of Athens” 
he is apt, rather, to produce a ‘‘Victory of 
Constantine.” His direct aim is truth even 
in dealing with beauty, forgetting which his 
criticism is menaced with transmutation into 
the kind of poetry that one “drops into” rather 
than attains. 

I have dwelt on the esthetic as well as the 
literary field in the province of criticism, and 
insisted on the esthetic element as well as 
the historic in the culture that criticism calls 
for, because in a very true and fundamental 
sense art and letters are one. They are so 
at all events in so far as the function of crit- 
icism is concerned, and dictate to this the same 
practice. Current philosophy may find a prag- 
matic sanction for a pluralistic universe, but 
in the criticism of art, whether plastic or lit- 
erary, we are all “monists.”” The end of our 
effort is a true estimate of the data encountered 
in the search for that beauty which from Plato 
to Keats has been virtually identified with 
truth, and the highest service of criticism is 
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to secure that the true and the beautiful, and 
not the ugly and the false, may in wider and 


wider circles of appreciation be esteemed to 
be the good. 
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In that very interesting testament, Lzterature 
in Ireland, which he left for his fellow-poets, 
Thomas MacDonagh showed how disadvan- 
tageous it is to have a full-grown criticism side 
by side with what he calls a baby literature. 
“There is,” he says, ‘‘a school of criticism in 
Ireland, a school that knows the work of the 
finest critics in the world, and knows too, what 
is more important, the finest literature in the 
world. This, when dealing with literature in 
general, adds to the store of fine critical work. 
This at times encourages and approves good 
original Irish work. I think it unfortunate, 
however, that it should have grown with, or 
indeed before, the original work. Dealing with 
the monuments of the older literatures—Eng- 
lish, French, and the like—this criticism knows 

1Originally published in 1917 in The Seven Arts; re- 
printed in 1918 in Letters and Leadership; and here re- 


printed (as revised by the author for this collection) by 
permission of the publishers, B. W. Huebsch, Inc. 
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its place, its bearings, its conditions. Dealing 

-— with a naissant literature it looks over its shoul- 
der, as it were. Its neck is awry. Its eyes 
are twisted round. Its feet turn from their 
known way and stumble. When it does get 
a clear view of its object, it misses the shapes 
and forms it saw in other lands and expresses 
its disappointment.” 

Of our own criticism, of our own critics, one 
could hardly have a better description than 
that. For Ireland and America really are alike 
in that they inherit a dominant academic tra- 
dition colonial in essence, having its home in 

~ centres of civilization remote from the springs 
of a national life which has only of late come 
into its own consciousness. In a famous essay 
Matthew Arnold said that it is “the business 
of the critical power to see the object as in 
itself it really is’; for by doing so it “tends 
to make an intellectual situation of which the 
creative power can profitably avail itself.” 
There, surely, is the very thing that Young 
America needs; for what is the power without 
the situation? Our critics have not made that 
situation: is it not because they have failed 
to see the “object”? They have not observed 
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the groping creative life of America; they have 
not observed the conditions that hamper and 
_ enfeeble it. Consequently, they have not been 
able to stimulate and focus it—with the result 
that it remains a “‘baby literature’’ indeed. 


I 


It is all too evident, in fact, in the America 
_jof to-day that our inherited culture—the cul- 
ture of which our critics are the spokesmen— 
has utterly failed to meet the exigencies of 
our life, to seize and fertilize its roots. It 
is extraordinary how that fabric of ideas and 
assumptions, of sentiments and memories and 
attitudes which made up the civilization of 
our fathers has melted away like snow un- 
covering the sordid facts of a society that 
seems to us now so little advanced on the 
path of spiritual evolution. The older gen- 
eration does not recognize its offspring in the 
crude chaotic manifestations of the present 
day, but I wonder if it ever considers this uni- 
versal lapse from grace in the light of cause 
and effect? JI wonder if it ever suspects that 
there must have been some inherent weakness 
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{ 
in a culture that has so lost control of a really | | 


well-disposed younger generation, a culture | 


which, after being dominant for so long, has | 
left in its wake a society so little civilized? | 


What is the secret of its decay? And how 
does it happen that we, whose minds are grad- 
ually opening to so many living influences of 
the past, feel as it were the chill of the grave 
as we look back over the spiritual history of 
our own race? 

It was the culture of an age of pioneering, 
the reflex of the spirit of material enterprise 
—that is the obvious fact; and with the grad- 
ual decay of the impulse of enterprise it has 
itself disintegrated like a mummy at the touch 
of sunlight. Why? Because it was never a 


¢ 


eens 


energies of men. Its function was rather to | 


divert these energies, to prevent the anarchical, | 
sceptical, extravagant, dynamic forces of the 


: 
1 
{ 
i 
, 
living, active culture, releasing the creative | 
| 


spirit from taking the wind out of the myth ; 
of “progress,” that myth imposed by destiny | 
upon the imagination of our forebears in order | 
that a great uncharted continent might be sub- 
dued to the service of the race. 

For the creative impulses of men are always 
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at war with their possessive impulses, and 
poetry, as we know, springs from brooding on 
just those aspects of experience that most re- 
tard the swift advance of the acquisitive mind. 
The spirit of a living culture, which ever has 
within it some of the acid of Pascal’s phrase: 
“Cesar was too old to go about conquering the 
world; he ought to have been more mature’ — 
how could this ever have been permitted to 
grow up, even supposing that it might have 
been able to grow up, in a people confronted 
with forests and prairies and impelled by the 
necessities of the race to keep their hearts 
whole and their minds on their task? No, it 
was essentia essential that ee in men should be 


genuity a thing of nadehe that would have put 


questions into their minds, that would have 


made them static “materially and dynamic spir- 
itually, ‘that would | have led them to feel too 
much the disparity between the inherited ClVi- 
lization they had left behind and the environ- 
ment in which they had placed themselves, that 
would have neutralized the allure of the ex- 
terior ambition which led them on. 
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Puritanism was a complete philosophy for 
the pioneer and by making human nature con- 
temptible and putting to shame the charms of 
life it unleashed the acquisitive instincts of 
men, disembarrassing those instincts by creat- 
ing the belief that the life of the spirit is alto- 
gether a secret life and that the imagination 
ought never to conflict with the law of the 
tribe. It was this that determined the char- 
acter of our old culture, which cleared the 
decks for practical action by draining away all 
the irreconcilable elements of the American 
nature into a transcendental upper sphere. 

European critics have never been able to un- 
derstand why a “young nation,” living a vigor- 
ous, primitive life, should not have expressed 
itself artistically in a cognate form; and be- 
cause Whitman did so they accepted him as 
the representative poet of America. So he 
was; but it is only now, long after the pioneer 
epoch has passed and the ‘‘free note’’ has be- 
gun to make itself heard, that he has come 
to seem a typical figure to his own country- 
people. In his own time Whitman was re- 
garded with distrust and even hatred because, 
by releasing, or tending to release, the creative 
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faculties of the American mind, by exacting a 
poetical coéperation from his readers, he broke 
the pioneer law of self-preservation. By awak- 
ening people to their environment, by turning 
democracy from a fact into a spiritual prin- 
ciple, his influence ran directly counter to the 
necessities of the age, and his fellow-writers 
justly shunned him for hitting in this way be- 
low the belt. In fact, had Whitman con- 
tinued to develop along the path he originally 
marked out for himself he might have seri- 
ously interfered with the logical process of the 
country’s material evolution. But there was 
in Whitman himself a large share of the naive 
pioneer nature, which made it impossible for 
him to take experience very seriously or to de- 
velop beyond a certain point. As he grew 
older, the sensuality of his nature led him 
astray in a vast satisfaction with material 
facts, before which he purred like a cat by 
the warm fire. This accounts for the recon- 
ciliation which occurred in later years between 
Whitman and his literary contemporaries. 
They saw that he had become harmless; they 
accepted him as a man of talent; and making 
the most of his more conventional verse, they 


122 


The Critics and Young America 


at last crowned him provisionally as the “good 
gray poct.” 
\ For the orthodox writers of the old school 
had a serious duty to perform in speeding the 
pioneers on their way; and they performed it 
with an efficiency that won them the gratitude 
of all their contemporaries.. Longfellow with 
his lullabies, crooning to sleep the insatiable 
creative appetites of the soul, Lowell, with 
his ‘‘weak-wing’d song” exalting “the deed” 
—how invaluable their literature was to the 
“tired pioneer,” forerunner of the “tired busi- 
ness man” of the present day and only a loftier 
type because, like the tired soldier of the 
trenches, it was in response to the necessities 
of the race that he had dammed at their source 
the rejuvenating springs of the spirit! Yes, 
it was a great service those old writers ren- 
dered to the progress of this country’s primi- 
tive development, for by unconsciously taking 
in charge, as it were, all the difficult elements 
of human nature and putting them under an 
anesthesia, they provided a free channel for the 
élan of their age. 

But in so doing they shelved our spiritual 
life, conventionalizing it in a sphere above the 
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sphere of action. In happier countries litera- 
ture is the vehicle of ideals and attitudes that 
have sprung from experience, ideals and atti- 
tudes that release the creative impulses of the 
individual and stimulate a reaction in the 
individual against his environment. ‘This our 
literature has failed to do; it has necessarily 
remained an exercise rather than an expression. 
Itself denied the principle of life or the power 
of giving life, it has made up for its failure 
to motivate the American scene and impreg- 
nate it with meaning by concentrating all its 
forces in the exterior field of esthetic form. 
Gilding and idealizing everything it has 
touched and frequently attaining a high level 
of imaginative style, it has thrown veils over 
the barrenness and emptiness of our life, put- 
ting us in extremely good conceit with our- 
selves while actually doing nothing either to 
liberate our minds or to enlighten us as to the 
real nature of our civilization. Hence we have 
the meticulous technique of our contemporary 
“high-class” magazines, a technique which, as 
we know, can be acquired as a trick, and which, 
artistic as it appears, is really the mark of a 
complete spiritual conventionality and deceives 
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no sensible person into supposing that our gen- 
eral cleverness is the index of a really civilized 
society. 


II 


This total absence of any organic native 
culture has determined our response to the cul- 
ture of the outer world. There are no vital 
relationships that are not reciprocal and_only 
in the measure that we undergo a cognate ex- 
perience ourselves-can we share in the experi- 
ence of others. To the Catholic, Dante, to the 
aristocrat, Nietzsche, to the democrat, Whit- 
man, inevitably means more than any of them 
can mean to the scholar who merely receives 
them all through his intellect without the pal- 
pitant response of conviction and a sympa- 
thetic experience. Not that this “experience” 
has to be identical in the literal sense; no, the 
very essence of being cultivated is to have de- 
veloped a capacity for sharing points of view 
other than our own. But there is all the dif- 
ference between being actively and passively 
cultivated that there is between living actively 
or passively emotional lives. Only the creative 
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mind can really apprehend the expressions of 
the creative mind. And it is because our field 
of action has been preémpted by our acquisitive 
instincts, because in short we have no national 
fabric of spiritual experience, that we are so 
unable to-day to think and feel in international 
terms. Having ever considered it our prerog- 
ative to pluck the fruits of the spirit without 
undergoing the travail of generating them, 
having ever given to the tragi-comedy of the 
creative life a notional rather than a real as- 
sent, to quote Newman’s famous phrase, we 
have been able to feed ourselves with the 
sugar-coating of all the bitter pills of the rest 
of mankind, accepting the achievements of 
their creative life as effects which presuppose 
in us no causal relationships. That is why 
we are so terribly at ease in the Zion of world 
culture. 

All this explains the ascendancy among our 
fathers of the Arnoldian doctrine about ‘“‘know- 
ing the best that has been thought and said in 
the world.” For, wrapped up as they were 
in their material tasks, it enabled them to 
share vicariously in the heritage of civilization, 
endowing them, as it were, with all the pearls 
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of the oyster while neatly evading in their 
behalf the sad responsibility of the oyster it- 
self. It upholstered their lives with every- 
thing that is best in history, with all man- 
kind’s most sumptuous effects quite sanitarily 
purged of their ugly and awkward organic 
relationships. It set side by side in the Elysian 
calm of their bookshelves all the warring 
works of the mighty ones of the past. It made 
the creative life synonymous in their minds 
with finished things, things that repeat their 
message over and over and “‘stay put.” In 
short, it conventionalized for them the spirit- 
ual experience of humanity, pigeonholing it, 
as it were, and leaving them fancy-free to live 
“for practical purposes.” 

I remember that when as children we first 
read Carlyle and Ruskin we were extremely 
puzzled by their notes of exasperated indigna- 
tion. ‘What are they so angry about?’ we 
wondered, and we decided that England must 
be a very wicked country. Presently, however, 
even this idea passed out of our heads, and 
we came to the conclusion that anger and in- 
dignation must be simply normal properties of 
the literary mind (as they are, in a measure) 
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and that we ought to be grateful for this be- 
cause they produce so many engaging gro- 
tesqueries of style. Our own life was so obvi- 
ously ship-shape and water-tight—was it pos- 
sible that people in other countries could have 
allowed their life to become less so? Unable 
as we were to decide this point, we were quite 
willing to give the prophets the benefit of the 
doubt, as regards their own people. But it 
was inconceivable that for us they meant any 
more by their emotional somersaults than the 
prophets of the Bible meant, whose admirably 
intoned objurgations we drank in with perfect 
composure on Sundays. 

How natural, then, that the greatest, the 
most “‘difficult” European writers should have 
had, as Carlyle and Browning and Meredith 
had, their first vogue in America! How nat- 
ural that we should have flocked about Ibsen, 
patronized Nietzsche, found something enter- 
taining in every kind of revolutionist, and 
welcomed the strangest philosophies (the true 
quite as readily as the false)! For having 
curselves undergone no kindred creative ex- 
perience for them to corroborate and extend, 
we have ever been able to escape their slings 
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and arrows with a whole skin. They have said 
nothing real to us because there has been noth- 
ing in our own field of reality to make thei 
messages real. 

Consequently, those very European writers 
who might, under normal circumstances, have 
done the most to shake us out of our compla- 
cency have only served the more to confirm us 
in it. Our immediate sphere of action being 
sealed against them, their influence has been 
deflected into “‘mere literature,” where it has 
not been actually inverted. For in so far as 
our spiritual appetites have been awake, it has 
only gone to convince us, not that we are un- 
enlightened ourselves, but that other people 
are wicked. This explains the double paradox 
that while our reformers never consider it nec- 
essary to take themselves in hand before they 
set out to improve the world, our orthodox lit- 
erary men, no matter what models they place 
before themselves, cannot rise above the tribal 
view of their art as either an amusement or a 

_ soporific. 
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III 


How then can our literature be anything but 
impotent? It is inevitably so, since it springs 
from a national mind that has been sealed 
against that experience from which literature 

| derives all its values. 

How true this is can be seen from almost 
any of its enunciations of principle, especially 
on the popular, that is to say the frankest, 
level. I open, for instance, one of our so-called 
better-class magazines and fall upon a char- 
acter-sketch of William Gillette: “What a 
word! Forget! What a feat! What a fac- 
ulty! Lucky the man who can himself forget. 
How gifted the one who can make others for- 
get. It is the triumph of the art of William 
Gillette that in the magic of his spell an audi- 
ence forgets.” Opening another magazine, I 
turn to a reported interview in which a well- 
known popular poet expatiates on his craft. 
“Modern life,” he tells us, “is full of prob- 
lems, complex and difficult, and the man who 
concentrates his mind on his problems all day 
doesn’t want to concentrate it on tediously ob- 
scure poetry at night. The newspaper poets 
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\ are forever preaching the sanest optimism, de- 


' signed for the people who really need the in- 


fluence of optimism—the breadwinners, the 
weary, the heavy-laden. That’s the kind of 
poetry the people want, and the fact that they 
want it shows that their hearts and heads are 
all right.” 

Here are two typical pronouncements of the 
American mind, one on the art of acting, one 
on the art of poetry, and they unite in express- 
ing a perfectly coherent doctrine. This doc- 
trine is that the|function of art is to turn aside 
the problems of life from the current of emo- 
tional experience and create in its audience a 
condition of cheerfulness that is not organically 
derived from experience but added from the 
outside. It assumes that experience is not the 
stuff of life but something essentially meaning- 
less; and not merely meaningless but an ob- 
struction which retards and complicates our 
real business of getting on in the world and 
getting up in the world,|and which must there- 
fore be ignored and forgotten and evaded and 
beaten down by every means in our power. 

What is true on the popular level is not less 
true on the level of serious literature, in spite 
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of everything our most conscientious artists 
have been able to do. Thirty years ago an 
acute English critic remarked, apropos of a 
novel by Mr. Howells, that our novelists 
seemed to regard the Civil War as an occur- 
rence that separated lovers, not as something 
that ought normally to have colored men’s 
whole thoughts on life. And it is true that 
if we did not know how much our literature 
has to be discounted, we could hardly escape 
the impression, for all the documents which 
have come down to us, that our grandfathers 
really did pass through the war without under- 
going the purgation of soul that is often said 
to justify the workings of tragic mischance in 
human affairs. Mr. Howells has himself given 
us the comédie humaine of our post-bellum 
society, Mr. Howells whose whole aim was to 
measure the human scope of that society and 
who certainly far less than any other novelist 
of his time falsified his vision of reality in the 
interests of popular entertainment. Well, we 
know the sort of society Mr. Howells pictured 
and how he pictured it. He has himself ex- 
plicitly stated, in connection with certain Rus- 
sian novels, that Americans in general do no 
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undergo the varieties of experience that Rus- 
sian fiction records, that ‘the more smiling as- 
pects of life” are “the more American,” and 
that in being true to our “well-to-do actuali- 
ties’ the American novelist does all that can 
be expected of him. Could one ask for a more 
essential declaration of artistic bankruptcy 
than that? 

For what does it amount to, this declara- 
tion? It identifies the reality of the artist’s 
vision with what is accepted as reality in the 
world about him. But every one knows that 
the sketchiest, the most immature, the most 
trivial society is just as susceptible as any other 
of the most profound artistic reconstruction; 
all that is required is an artist capable of pene- 
trating beneath it. The great artist floats the 
visible world on the sea of his imagination and 
measures it not according to its own scale of 
values but according to the values that he has 
himself derived from his descent into the 
abysses of life. What, then, is amiss with our 
writers? They are victims of the universal 
taboo which the ideal of material success, of 
the acquisitive life, has placed upon experi- 
ence. It matters not at all that they have no 
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part or lot in this ideal, that they are men of 
the finest artistic conscience. In the first place, 
from their earliest childhood they are taught 
a repress everything that conflicts with the 
material welfare of their environment; in the 
{second place, their environment is itself so 
denatured, so stripped of everything that might 
nourish the imagination, that they do not so 
much mature at all as externalize themselves 


‘in a world of externalities. Unable to achieve 


a sufficiently active consciousness of themselves 
to return upon their environment and over- 
throw it and dissolve it and re-create it in the 
terms of a personal vision, they gradually come 
to accept it on its own terms. If Boston is their 
theme, they become Bostonian; if it is the 
Yukon, they become “abysmal brutes”; if it 
is nature, nature becomes the hero of their 


_ work; and if it is machinery, the machines 


themselves become vocal and express their nat- 


ural contempt for a humanity that is incapable, 


either morally or artistically, of putting them 
in their place and keeping them there. 

We know how this occurred with Mr. How- 
ells. “It seemed to me then, and for a good 
while afterward,” he writes in Literary Friends 
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and Acquaintance, apropos of his first recep- 
tion by the Boston Olympians of the ’sixties, 
“that a person who had seen the men and had 
the things said before him that I had in Bos- 
ton, could not keep himself too carefully in 
cotton; and this was what I did all the follow- 
ing winter, though of course it was a secret 
between me and me.” Never, assuredly, in 
any other society, has literary hero-worship 
taken quite the complexion of that; for the 
statement is accurately true. Such was the 
that Mr. Howells, having cast his anchor in 
its lee, never felt the necessity of exploring, 
on his own account, beyond the spacious, quiet 
harbor of life that presented itself to the cul- 
tivated New England eye. The result can be 
seen in such novels as A Modern Instance, the 
tragedy of which is viewed not from the angle 
of an experience that is wider and deeper, as 
the experience of a great novelist always is, 
than that of any character the novelist’s imagi- 
nation is able to conceive, but from the angle 
of Ben Halleck, the epitome of Boston’s best 
public opinion. Boston passes judgment, and 
Mr. Howells concurs; and you close the book 


135 


Van Wyck Brooks 


feeling that you have seen life not through the 
eye of a free personality but of a highly con- 
ventional community at a given epoch. 

It is exactly the same, to ignore a thousand 
incidental distinctions, in the work of Jack 
London. Between the superman of European 
fiction and Jack London’s superman there is all 
the difference that separates an ideal achieved 
in the mind of the writer and a fact accepted 
from the world outside him; all the difference, 
in short, that separates the truth of art from 
the appearance of life. If these, therefore, 
among the freshest and most original talents 
our fiction has known since Hawthorne’s day, 
have been absorbed in an atmosphere which 
no one has ever been able to condense, is it 
remarkable that the rank and file have slipped 
and fallen, that they have never learned to 
stand upright and possess themselves? Is it 
remarkable that they sell themselves out at 
the first bid, that they dress out their souls 
in the ready-made clothes the world offers 
them ? 

Such, in fact, is the deficiency of personal 
impulse, of the creative will, in America, so 
overwhelming is the demand laid upon Ameri- 
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cans to serve ulterior and impersonal ends, that 
it is as if the springs of spiritual action had 
altogether evaporated. Launched in a society 
where individuals and their faculties appear 
only to pass away, almost wholly apart from 
and without acting upon one another, our 
writers find themselves enveloped in an im- 
palpable atmosphere that acts as a perpetual 
dissolvent to the whole field of reality both 
within and without themselves, an atmosphere 
that invades every sphere of life and takes its 
discount from everything that they can do, an 
atmosphere that prevents the formation of 
oases of reality in the universal chaos. Is it 
remarkable that they take refuge in the ab- 
stract, the non-human, the impersonal, in the 
“bigness” of the phenomenal world, in the sur- 
face values of “local color,”’ and in the ‘‘social 
conscience,”’ which enables them to do so much 
good by writing badly that they often come 
to think of artistic truth itself as an enemy of 
progress? 
IV 


Thus, because it possesses none of those 


values which endow life with a significance in| 
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and of itself, values which art and literature 
alone can give, the American mind has been 
gradually subdued to what it has worked in. 
It has had no barriers to throw up against the 
overwhelming material forces that have be- 
leaguered it. Consequently, it has gone out of 
itself as it were and assumed the values of 
its environment. 

Of this the most obvious example is the 
peculiar optimism, the so-called systematic op- 
timism, that can be fairly taken as what psy- 
chologists call the “total reaction upon life’’ 
of the typical American mind of the last 
twenty years. Mr. Horace Fletcher has de- 
fined this optimism in terms that leave no 
doubt of its being at once an effect and a cause 
of our spiritual impotence: 

“Optimism can be prescribed and applied as 
a medicine. Is there anything new and prac- 
tical in this or is it but a continuation of the 
endless discussion of the philosophy of life, 
morals, medicine, etc.? Is it something that a 
busy person may put into practice, take with 
him to his business, without interfering with 
his business, and profit by; and, finally, what 
does it cost? Does adoption of it involve dis- 
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charging one’s doctor-friend, displeasing one’s 
pastor, alienating one’s social companions, or 
shocking the sacred traditions that were dear 
to father and mother? It is ameliorative, pre- 
ventive, and harmonizing; and also it is easy, 
agreeable, ever available, and altogether profit- 
able. By these hall-marks of Truth we know 
that it is true.” 

Grotesque as this may seem, you will search 
in vain for a more accurate presentation of the 
workaday point of view of our tumbling Amer- 
ican world. This is the way Americans think, 
and what they think, whether they profess the 
religion of mind cure, uplift, sunshine, popular 
pragmatism, the gospel of advertising, or plain 
business; and they mean exactly what the 
beauty experts mean when they say, “Avoid 
strong emotions if you wish to retain a youth- 
ful complexion.” Systematic optimism, in 
other words, effects a complete revaluation of 
values and enthrones truth upon a conception 
of animal success the prerequisite of which is 
a thorough-going denial and evasion of emo- 
tional experience. It is the chronic result of 
contact with a prodigal nature too easily borne 
under by a too great excess of will, of oppor- 
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{tunities so abundant and so alluring that we 
have been led to suppress the creative spirit in 
ourselves, traditionally unaware as we are of 
the mature potentialities and justifications of 
human nature, and establish our scale of values 
in the incomparably rich material territory that 
surrounds us. If to-day, therefore, we find no 
principle of integrity at work in any depart- 
ment of our life, if religion competes with ad- 
vertising, art competes with trade, and trade 
gives itself out as philanthropy, if we present 
to the world at large the spectacle of a vast un- 
differentiated herd of good-humored animals, 
it is because we have passively surrendered our 
human values at the demand of circumstance. 


Vv 


When I speak of the culture of industrial- 
ism I do not mean to imply that it has been 
peculiar to us. Everywhere the industrial 
process has devitalized men and produced a 
poor quality of human nature. By virtue of 
this process the culture of the whole Western 
world fell too largely, during the nineteenth 
century, into the hands of the prig and the 
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esthete, those two sick blossoms of the same 
sapless stalk, whose roots have been for so long 
unwatered by the convictions of the race. But 
in Europe the great traditional culture, the 
culture that has ever-held up the flame of the 
human. spirit, has-never been quite gutted out. 
The industrialism that bowled us over, because 
for generations our powers of resistance had 
been undermined by Puritanism, was no sooner 
well under way in Europe than human nature 
began to get its back up, so to speak; and a 
long line of great rebels reacted violently 
against its desiccating influences. -Philologists 
like Nietzsche and Renan, digging among the 
roots of Greek and Semitic thought, artists like 
Morris and Rodin, rediscovering the beautiful 
and happy art of the Middle Ages, economists 
like Marx and Mill, revolting against the facts 
of their environment, kept alive the tradition 
of a great society and great ways of living and 
thus were able to assimilate for human uses 
the positive by-products of industrialism itself, 
science and democracy. They made it impos- 
sible for men to forget the degradation of so- 
ciety and the poverty of their lives and built 
a bridge between the greatness of the few in 
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» the past and the greatness of the many, per- 
' haps, in the future. Thus the democracies of 


, Europe are richer than ours in self-knowledge, 
possessing ideals grounded in their own field 


a 


| 
| 
| 
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of reality and so providing them with a con- 
stant stimulus to rise above their dead selves, 
never doubting that experience itself is worth 
having lived for, even if it leads to nothing 
else. And thus, however slowly they advance, 
they advance on firm ground. 

For us, individually and socially, as I have 
tried to show, nothing of this kind has been 
possible. It seems to me wonderfully symbolic 
of our society that the only son of Lincoln 
should have become the president of the Pull- 
man Company, that the son of the man who 
liberated the slaves politically should have 
been the first, as The Nation pointed out not 
long ago, to exploit them industrially. Our 
disbelief in experience, our habitual repression 
of the creative instinct, our consequent over- 
stimulation of the acquisitive instinct, has 
made it impossible for us to take advantage 
of the treasures our own life has yielded. De- 
mocracy and science, for example, have hap- 
pened to us abundantly, more abundantly per- 
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haps than to others because they have had less 
inertia to overcome; but like children pre- 
sented with shining gold pieces we have not 
known how to use them. Either we have been 
unable to distinguish them from copper pen- 
nies, or else we have spent them in foolish 
ways that have made us ill. Our personal life 
has in no way contributed to the enriching of | 
our environment; our environment, in turn, 
has given us personally no sense of the sig- 
nificance of life. 

We of the younger generation, therefore, 
find ourselves in a grave predicament. For 
having, unlike Europeans of any class, no fund 
of spiritual experience in our blood as it were, 
to balance the various parts of our natures, 
we are all but incapable of codrdinating our- 
selves in a free world. We are no longer able 
to make the sort of “go” of life our fathers 
made: the whole spirit of our age is against 
the dualism which they accepted as a matter 
of course. The acquisitive life has lost the 
sanction of necessity which the age of pioneer- 
ing gave it. A new age has begun, an age 
of intensive cultivation, and it is the creative 
life that the nation calls for now. But for 
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that how ill-equipped we are! Our literature 
has prepared no pathways for us, our leaders 
are themselves lost. We are like explorers 
who, in the morning of their lives, have de- 
serted the hearthstone of the human tradition 
and have set out for a distant treasure that 
has turned to dust in their hands; but having 
on their way neglected to mark their track they 
no longer know in which direction their home: 
lies, nor how to reach it, and so they wander 
in the wilderness, consumed with a double con- 
sciousness of waste and impotence. 

I think this fairly describes the frame of 
mind of a vast number of Americans of the 
younger generation. They find themselves 
born into a race that has drained away_all its 
spiritual resources in the~struggle. to survive 
and that continues to-struggle- in the midst of 
plenty because-life_ itself no longer possesses 
any other meaning. The gradual commercial- 
ization of all the professions, meanwhile, has 
all but entirely destroyed the possibility of 
personal growth along the lines that our soci- 
ety provides and, having provided, sanctions. 
Brought up as they have been to associate ac- 
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tivity almost solely with material.ends and 
unable in this overwhelmingly prosperous age 
to feel any powerful incentive to seek these 
ends, acutely conscious of their spiritual unem- 
ployment and impoverished in will and im- 
pulse, the more sensitive minds of the younger 
generation drift almost inevitably into a state 
of internal anarchism that finds outlet, where 
it finds outlet at all, in a hundred unproduc- 
tive forms. 

Our society, in fact, which does everything 
by wholesale, is rapidly breeding a race of 
Hamlets the like of which has hardly been seen 
before, except perhaps in nineteenth-century 
Russia. Nothing is more remarkable than the 
similarity in this respect between the two im- 
mense inchoate populations that flank Europe 
on east and west. To be sure, the Oblomovs 
and Bazarovs and Levins and Dmitri Rudins 
of Russian fiction are in many ways, like Ham- 
let himself, universal characters. But for one 
Hamlet in an organized society which, ac- 
cording to the measure of its organization, pro- 
vides an outlet for every talent, there are 
twenty in a society which, as we say, has no 


145 


| 


Van Wyck Brooks 


use for its highly developed types. And that 
is the situation both in Russia and the United 
States: the social fabric is too simple to be able 
to cope with the complicated strain that has 
been suddenly put upon it by a radical change 
in the conditions of life. Yet in each case the 
complexities have developed along just the 
lines most necessary for the rounded well- 
being of society. The Hamlets of Russian 
fiction, generally speaking, are social idealists, 
wrapped up in dreams of agricultural and edu- 
cational reform; they long to revolutionize 
their country estates and ameliorate the lot of 
their peasantry, and they lose their will and 
their vision because there is no social machinery 
they can avail themselves of: thrown as they 
are upon their own unaided resources, their 
task overwhelms them at the outset with a 
sense of futility. Turn the tables about and 
you have the situation of the corresponding 
class in America. They find the machinery of 
education and social welfare in a state as 
highly developed as the life of the spirit is 
in Russia; it is the spiritual technique that is 
wanting, a living culture, a complicated 
scheme of ideal objectives, upheld by society 
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at large, enabling them to submerge their lib- 
erties in their loyalties and to unite in the task 
of building up a civilization. 

In short, owing to the miraculous rapidity 
and efficiency with which we have been able to 
effect the material conquest of the continent, a 
prodigious amount of energy has been thrown 
out of employment which our society is unable 
to receive and set to work. All the innate 
spirituality of the American nature, dammed 
up, stagnant from disuse, has begun to pour 
itself out in a vast flood of undisciplined emo- 
tionalism that goes—how often!—to waste. 
It goes to waste largely because the scope of 
our “useful” objectives is so restricted, an 
because, inheriting as we do an ingrained in- 
dividualism, an ingrained belief in quick re- 
turns, we are all but unable to retain these 
treacherous elements, of which we have had 
so little practical experience in the past, until 
they have reached a sufficient maturity to take 
shape in lasting forms. 

But this new individualism, which finds its 
gospel in self-expression, is totally different 
from the individualism of the past. The old 
spiritual individualism was blood-brother to 
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the old materialistic individualism: it throve in 
the same soil and produced a cognate type of 
mind. It was hard, stiff-necked, combative, 
opinionative, sectarian, self-willed; it gave 
birth to the crank, the shrill, high-strung pro- 
pounder of strange religions, the self-impor- 
tant monopolist of truth. In short, it was 
essentially competitive. The new individual- 
ism, on the other hand, is individualistic only 
by default; its individualistic character, so to 
say, is only an inherited bad habit, a bad habit 
that is perpetuated by the want of objectives 
in the truly vacuous world with which it finds 
itself confronted. It has, I think, no desire to 
vaunt itself; it tends, instead of this, to lavish 
itself; it is not combative, it is codperative, 
not opinionative but groping, not sectarian but 
filled with an intense, confused eagerness to 
identify itself with the life of the whole peo- 
ple. If it remains confused, if it is unable to 
discipline itself, if it is often lazy and wilful, 
if its smoke is only at intervals illuminated by 
flame—well, was it not just so with the Ob- 
lomovs of Russia? I can’t conceive that any 
one wants to be confused and lazy, especially 
if he has no material motives to console him 
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in other ways. Peopie who do not “burn with 
a hard, gem-like flame” are simply people who 
are not being employed by civilization. 
Undoubtedly the gospel of self-expression, 
makeshift as it is, has revealed a promise in 
America that we have always taken for granted 
but hardly reckoned with. Isolated, secretive, 
bottled up as we have been in the past, how 
could we ever have guessed what aims and 
hopes we have in common had they not been 
brought to light, even in the crudest and most 
inadequate ways? That they have at last been 
brought to light I think few will deny; but 
will they get any further? Only, it seems to 
me, if we are able to build up, to adapt a 
phrase from the slang of politics, a programme 
for the conservation of our spiritual resources. 
“Humanity,” wrote Mazzini in 1858, “is a 
great army marching to the conquest of un- 
known lands, against enemies both strong and 
cunning. The peoples are its corps, each with 
its special operation to carry out, and the com- 
mon victory depends on the exactness with 
which they execute the different operations.” 
That nationalities are the workshops of hu- 
manity, that each nationality has a special 
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duty to perform, a special genius to exert, a 
special gift to contribute to the general stock 
of civilization, and that each, in consequence, 
growing by the trust that other nationalities 
place in it, must be a living, homogeneous en- 
tity, with its own faith and consciousness of 
self—could any idea more perfectly than this 
express the dream, the necessity, of Young 
America? To live creatively, to live com- 
pletely, to live in behalf of some great cor- 
porate purpose,—that is its desire. A national 
faith we had once, a national dream, the dream 
of the “great American experiment.” But had 
it not been sadly compromised would the 
younger generation find itself adrift as it is to- 
day? Too many elements of that old faith 
of ours were at war with all that was good 
in it, and it admitted so few of the factors 
of life; it was betrayed by what was false 
within; it was unable to embrace the freer 
impulses of a new time. That is why it con- 
tributes so little to the new faith without 
which America cannot live. 

To discover that faith, to formulate that 
new technique, to build up, as I have said, that 
programme for the conservation of our spirit- 
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ual resources, is the task of American criticism. 
Let it first observe the “object” and the con- 
ditions of the object. It should then be able 
to make the “situation.” 
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Genius and Taste* 
By IRVING BABBITT 
I 


In Roderick Random (1748), the poet Melo- 
poyn, confined in the Marshalsea for debt, 
stalks forth “wrapped in a dirty rug tied about 
his loins with two pieces of list of different 
colors,” and, making a profound bow to the 
assembled prisoners, pronounces before them 
“with great significance of voice and gesture 
a very elegant and ingenious discourse upon 
the difference between genius and taste.” Mr. 
Spingarn’s views on genius and taste, in his 
Creative Criticism, like so many other views 
that are being put forth as ultra-modern, take 
us back to this period in the eighteenth cen- 
tury. A new movement began to gain head 
about that time, a movement in the midst of 
which we are still living, and the opposition 
between this movement and traditional con- 


1 Reprinted from The Nation of February 7, 1918. 
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ceptions appears nowhere more clearly, per- 
haps, than in its reinterpretation of such 
words as genius and taste. In one of his most 
conservative moods Voltaire defined genius as 
only “judicious imitation”; which meant in 
practice the imitation of the approved models 
according to certain rules and conventions. 
But to imitate thus is to be merely ortho- 
dox, and Voltaire maintains that after all mere 
orthodoxy, though necessary, does not suf- 
fice. In any one who hopes to achieve literary 
salvation good works must be supplemented by 
grace, and grace is accorded to but few. If 
Voltaire is to the last degree astringent and re- 
strictive in his attitude towards literary genius, 
he is hardly less so in his attitude towards taste. 
The critic, too, he holds, must have a special 
tact and intuition that cannot be acquired. 
Voltaire estimates that in the whole world there 
are only a few thousand men of taste—mainly 
settled about Paris. In short, genius and taste 
as Voltaire views them are very vivid and vital 
things, but operate within the limits imposed 
by the neo-classic doctrine of imitation, a doc- 
trine that suffered from the start from a taint 
of formalism. 
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Those who sought to purge literature of this 
taint began towards the middle of the eight- 
eenth century to oppose to the neo-classical 
harping on judgment and imitation a plea for 
imagination and originality. The enthusiast 
and original genius who emerged at this time 
and arrayed himself against the wit and man 
of the world had from the outset a strong 
leaning towards primitivism. For example, 
Edward Young’s Conjectures on Original Com- 
position (1759) will be found in its attacks on 
imitation, and its exaltation of spontaneity and 
free expression, to anticipate surprisingly the 
gospel of recent primitivists like Mr. Spingarn 
and his master, Benedetto Croce. According to 
the older school, art aims not at the expression 
of the individual, but at the universal—the 
“grandeur of generality.” On the contrary, 
says Young, genius resides in one’s ultimate idi- 
osyncrasy, that ineffable something that makes 
every man different from his fellows. If one 
wishes to be a creator and not a mechanical 
imitator, one should simply be one’s tempera- 
mental self, and above all submit to no con- 
straint upon one’s imagination. “In the fairy- 
land of fancy genius may wander wild; there it 


154 


Genius and Taste 


has a creative power and may reign arbitrarily 
over its own empire of chimeras.” (The em- 
pire of chimeras was later to become the tower 
of ivory.) If one is not to be contaminated by 
imitation, it is an advantage, Young insinuates, 
to be ignorant and brainless. ‘Many a genius 
probably there has been which could neither 
write nor read.” ‘This advantage, the primitiv- 
ist soon came to argue, was enjoyed especially 
in the early stages of society before originality 
had been crushed beneath a superincumbent 
weight of artificial culture, and before critics 
had begun their pernicious activities. This 
primitivistic view of genius received a great 
stimulus from the publication of the Ossianic 
poems. ‘Genius,’ says Diderot, summing up 
a whole movement, ‘“‘calls for something enor- 
mous, primitive and barbaric.” 

If genius, according to the primitivist, is 
something purely expressive, a spontaneous 
temperamental overflow, taste, as he views it, 
is likewise at the opposite pole from the taste 
of the neo-classicist. Voltaire failed to do jus- 
tice to certain writers—Shakespeare, for exam- 
ple—who were outside the strict neo-classical 
convention. According to the new doctrine, the 
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critic should cease to be thus exclusive and be- 
come comprehensive and sympathetic. This is 
an important half-truth, though perhaps no 
half-truth since the beginning of the world has 
ever been so overworked. For it is not enough, 
as Mr. Spingarn would have us believe, that 
the critic should ask what the creator aimed 
to do and whether he has fulfilled his aim; he 
must also ask whether the aim is intrinsically 
worth while. He must, in other words, rate 
creation with reference to some standard_s set 
both above his own temperament and that of 
the creator. According to the primitivist, on 
the contrary, the genius has simply to let him- 
| self go both imaginatively and emotionally, and 
) the whole business of the critic is to receive so 
| keen an impression from the resulting expres- 
sion that when passed through his temperament 
it issues forth as a fresh expression. By thus 
participating in the creative thrill of genius, 
the critic becomes creative in turn, and in so 
far genius and taste are one. 
Now taste has been defined as a man’s lit- 
erary conscience. The transformation of the 
literary conscience that took place in the 
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eighteenth century is only one aspect of the 
transformation that took place during that 
period in the conscience in general. Instead of 
being looked upon, as it always had been tradi- 
tionally, as an inner check upon impulse and 
emotion, the conscience came to be regarded as 
itself an expansive emotion. Once discredit the 
veto power in human nature, once identify the 
spirit that says no with the devil, and the rest 
—for example, the tendency of genius and taste 
to run together in a common expansiveness, a 
common eagerness for expression—follows 
quickly. ‘The identity of genius and taste,” 
says Mr. Spingarn, “is the final achievement 
of modern thought on the subject of art; 
and it means that fundamentally the creative 
and critical instincts are one and the same.” 
In that case the credit of this discovery belongs 
to critics who antedate by at least a century 
Signor Croce. For example, A. W. Schlegel 
protests in his Berlin lectures (1803) against 
a “fault-finding criticism that looked upon 
what is truly positive in poetry—genius—as 
the evil principle, and wished to subordinate 
it to the negative principle—so-called good 


157 


Irving Babbitt 


taste; an unreal and purely fanciful contrast. 
These two things (¢e., genius and taste) are 
indivisibly one.” 


II 


If the creator has merely to get his own 
genius, @.e., his own uniqueness, expressed, it 
is hard to see why the critic should be more 
disinterested, why he should not be less con- 
cerned with the faithfulness of the impression 
he receives from the work of the creator than 
with the temperamental modifications he gives 
this impression, with his remolding of it into 
a fresh creation so that it may become expres- 
sive of hés genius. These ultimate implications 
of the expressionistic-impressionistic view have 
been worked out by no one more consistently, 
perhaps, than by Oscar Wilde in his dialogue 
The Critic as Artist. ‘Criticism,’ Wilde con- 
cludes, “‘is the only civilized form of autobiog- 
raphy.” Except that he falls somewhat short 
of this last affirmation, Mr. Spingarn runs very 
closely parallel to Wilde, to whom indeed he 
makes due acknowledgment. What underlies 
this whole movement from the original genius 

158 


Genius and Taste 


of the eighteenth century -dewn-to Wilde and 


Mr. Spingarn is | is the craving for an indeter- 
minate vagabondage of imagination and_emo- 
tion; and far more significant than the emo- 


tional emancipation is the emancipation of, the 


imagination | from any allegiance to standards, 
from any central control, The neo-classicists 
had forgotten in their devotion to what they 
conceived to be truth and nature, by which they 
meant normal human nature, the supreme réle 
of the imagination, or, if one prefers, of illusion 
in both art and life. They hoped, as we have 
seen, to achieve their grandeur of generality by 
a merely judicious imitation. Yet Voltaire 
himself had declared that “illusion is the queen 
of the human heart.” The original genius op- 
posed to the unimaginative neo-classic notion of 
normal ity an imagination that 1 ‘is sub ni6et _to_no 


free to wander ald in its o own De aeeor 
chimeras, Wilde has the ‘supreme effrontery to 
put this cult of pure illusion under the patron- 
age of Aristotle. But this should at least serve 
to remind us that Aristotle, unlike = the neo; 
classicists, recognizes the all-im iportant réle_of 


illusion. The poet, he says, gives us a truth 
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superior to that of the historian—superior be- 
cause it is more representative. But in order 
to give us this representative truth, he goes on 
to say, the poet must be a master of illusion. 
In Goethe’s phrase, the best art gives us “the 
illusion of a higher reality”; and this has the 
advantage of being strictly experimental, of 
being only a statement of what one actually 
experiences on reading a great poem or seeing 
a great picture. Imitation, in the theory of an 
Aristotle and the practice of a Sophocles or a 
Phidias, is not merely judicious, but creative, _ 
and creative because it is imaginative. For the 
Greek, genius consists not in getting one’s 
uniqueness uttered, but in. the i imaginative per- 
ception of the universal. Homer, says Aris- 
totle, is the greatest of poets because he never 
entertains us with his own person, but is the 
most constantly an imitator. Homer still re- 
mains the greatest of poets for this very reason. 
He paints with his eye on the object, and that 
object is human nature. _ ie 
The opposite pole is reached when Lamar- 
tine tells us that he wrote solely for “the relief 
of his heart.” The fact that the poet who 
overflows in this way is widely acclaimed is 
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no sure proof that he has attained the universal. 
Many men may become abnormal at the same 
time and in the same way. A whole generation 
saw itself reflected in René. René is already 
more remote from us than Homer; and that is 
because the quality of the imagination dis- 
played is, from the point of view of normal 
human experience, highly eccentric. It has 
been said, on the other hand, that Shakespeare 
dwells at the very centre of human nature. 
This is only another way of saying that Shake- 
speare is one of the most imaginative of men. 
His imagination, however, is not irresponsible 
like that of the original genius, but is disci- 
plined to reality. At his best he is ethical in 
the Greek sense. To be ethical in the Greek 
sense is not to preach or to agitate problems, 
but to see life with imaginative wholeness. It 
is only too plain that the original genius, in 
his break with the neo-classic formalist, did 
not rise to ethical standards—to do this he 
would have needed to work out a sound view 
of the imagination and of imaginative imi- 
tation—but merely fell from legalism into an- 
archy. One should add—and this again is a 
fact that every one can verify for himself— 
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that the highest type of creator gets his gen- 
eral truth without any sacrifice of his peculiar 
personal note; he is at once unique and uni- 
versal. But the original genius tends to iden- 
tify—here is his underlying error—the normal 
with the commonplace. What he sees at the 
centre is academic routine, and he gets as far 
away from this centre as he can by inbreeding 
idiosyncrasy. And then somebody finds that 
the eccentric position thus assumed is still too 
central and proceeds to fly off from it; where- 
upon still another comes along and _ secedes 
from this seceder from a secessionist, and so 
on indefinitely. The extremists in painting 
have got so far beyond Cézanne, who was re- 
garded not long ago as one of the wildest of 
innovators, that Cézanne is in a fair way, we 
read, to “achieve the unhappy fate of becom- 
ing a classic.” 

One should indeed not forget that in the 
house of art are many mansions. The imagina- 
tion that is more or less free to wander wild 
in its own empire of chimeras has its place on 
the recreative side of life. The question of 
truth and reality is not in this sort of creation 
primary. But it is right here that the primi- 
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tivist is guilty of the gravest confusions. Mr. 
Spingarn holds that the would-be creator 
should submit to no test of truth and reality, 
but should simply “let himself go” emotionally 
and imaginatively; should get rid of “inner or 
outer inhibitions,” and the result, one is to be- 
lieve, will not be something more or less re-crea- 
tive; on the contrary, one will presently find 
Mr. Spingarn crediting the creator of this type 
with a “‘vision of reality” and “spiritual exalta- 
tion.” Mr. Spingarn promises us that if we 
follow his prescription, we shall not only have 
genius—which will turn out to be identical 
with taste—but that we shall also go mad. 
One may agree with him that the man who 
puts no check on his imagination, and is at the 
same time convinced of his “spiritual exalta- 
tion,” is in a fair way to go mad, but one may 
disagree with him in deeming this madness a 
divine madness. In its mildest forms this 
whole theory of genius and taste encourages 
conceit; in its more advanced forms megalo- 
mania. Once eliminate the high impersonal 
standard, the ethical norm that sets bounds to 
the eagerness of the creator to express himself, 
and the eagerness of the creator to thrill to this 
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expression, and it is hard to see what measure 
of a man’s merit is left save his intoxication 
with himself; and this measure would scarcely 
seem to be trustworthy. Virgil, we are told, 
wished to burn the A‘neid. The undergradu- 
ate, on the other hand, often has a considerable 
conceit of his own genius in writing his daily 
theme. “Every ass that’s romantic,” says 
Wolseley in his preface to Valentinian (1685), 
“believes he’s inspired.” 

After all, the doctrine of imitation merely 
means that one needs to look up to some stand- 
ard set above one’s ordinary self. Any one who 
Iooked up to the standards established by the 
two great traditions, the classical and the Chris- 
tian, tended to acquire in some -Mmeasure_ the 
ome classical virtue, ca or, fie one 
prefers, a sense of proportion. To repudiate 
the traditional Christian and classical checks 
and at the same time fail to work out some 
new and more vital control upon impulse and 
temperament is to be guilty of ae treason to 
civilization. = 

If, on the one hand, the eoaan exalta- 
tion” of the primitivist makes against the two 
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virtues that sum up in a way all civilization, 


humility, and decorum, on the other hand. it 
encourages the two root diseases of human na- 
ture, conceit al and laziness. Mr. Spingarn’s ex- 
hortation to get rid of both inner and outer 
inhibitions and let ourselves go amounts in 
effect to this: follow the line of least resistance 
—and be a genius. It is easy to be an ‘un- 
chained | temperament, difficult to attain to a 
proportionate and disciplined view r of life. By 
preaching sheer imaginative and emotional un- 
restraint in the name of expression, Mr. Spin- 
gam is tending to discredit that very modern 
spirit * for which he professes to stand. If to 
be modern means anything, it means to be 
positive and experimental in one’s attitude 
towards life. If such a phrase as a “vision 
of reality” is to have any experimental con- 
tent, if it is to be anything more than a mask 
for egotism, the reality of which one has a 
vision will serve to set bounds to the expan- 
sion of one’s ordinary self; will be known prac- 
tically, in short, as an inner inhibition. It 

1For my definition of the modern spirit see Nation, 


August 2, 1917 (article on “Matthew Arnold”). For my 
use of the word laziness see ibid., October 18, 1917 (“In- 


terpreting India to the West”). 


165 


Irving Babbitt 


should be clear to any one who considers the 
case of those who have viewed life with some 
degree of centrality and wholeness that they 
have won their restraining ethical insight with 
the aid of the imagination. ~ Tf a sound type of 
individualism is to be achieved, and this is the 
specifically modern problem, it is scarcely pos- 
sible to stress too strongly the réle of the ethical 
or generalizing imagination. | Such vision. of 
reality : as is vouchsafed to finite man must-ever 
come to him through a veil of illusion. This 
inseparableness of reality. and illusion may em- 
barrass the metaphysician, but not the posi- 
tivist who discriminates between the sham 
vision and the true, not on metaphysical 
grounds, but by their fruits. 

Now the fruits of the primitivistic theory of 
genius and originality have had time to become 
manifest. If this theory was incubated in 
eighteenth-century England, it received its 
chief developments in eighteenth-century Ger- 
many, where it was applied by Herder, Fichte, 
and others, not merely to individuals, but to 
nations. When an individual becomes unduly 
exalted over his own “genius,” there are vari- 
ous ways in which he may be relieved of his 
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excess of conceit. But when a whole nation 
gets into a similar state of exaltation and is 
consumed by the ardor for self-expression, when 
instead of submission to genuine ethical stand- 
ards there is a collective inbreeding of tempera- 
ment and idiosyncrasy, then the case is well- 
nigh hopeless. One may then properly raise 
the question that Bishop Butler is said to have 
debated with himself, whether a whole nation 
may not go mad. National conceit runs into 
national megalomania, and the intoxication of 
a whole people with itself finally comes to be 
felt by it as an ecstatic ‘‘idealism.”’ A nation 
of this kind may count upon having its “crea- 
tive’’ critics, who will hope to show their taste 
by simply sharing this intoxication and their 
genius by giving it fresh expression. 


Ill 


This whole conception of genius and taste 
has about it the flavor of a decadent estheticism.— 
The term creative critic, in particular, seems 
destined to remain a noteworthy example of 
what Arnold calls the grand name without the 
grand thing; and this is a pity, for there is an 
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important sense in which the critic should be 
creative, especially in an age like the present, 
which has cut loose from its traditional moor- 
ings. Before determining what this sense is, let 
us consider for a moment the true relation be- 
tween creator and critic, between genius and 
taste. Not to speak of other and minor differ- 
ences, the creator differs above all from the 
critic, not merely in having genius in general, 
but a mysterious and incommunicable gift. Dr. 
Johnson goes too far when he defines genius as 
“only a mind of large general powers acciden- 
tally determined to some particular direction.” 
The musical genius of a Mozart, for example, 
cannot be accounted for in any such fashion. 
Dr. Johnson was nevertheless right in condemn- 
ing the whole primitivistic notion of genius and 
the lazy drifting with temperament that it en- 
couraged. As a seventeenth-century French- 
man put it, it is not enough to have great gifts, 
one must also know how to manage them. 
Though a man’s genius may not be in his power, 
the control of this genius to some human end 
largely is. To determine this end, he must 
look to standards, standards which, if he is not 
to be a mere traditionalist, he must create-with 
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the aid of the ethical imagination. If he does 
not seek to humanize his gift, if he is content to 
be a mere unchained force of nature, he may 
have genius, almost any amount of it, and yet 
remain, as Tennyson said of Hugo, only a 
“weird Titan.” 

The critic, for his part, cannot afford any 
more than the creator simply to let himself go. 
If he is merely content to partake of the crea- 
tive thrill of genius, he may have gusto, zest, 
relish, what you will, but he will not have 
taste. He will begin to have taste only when 
he refers the creative expression and his im- 
pression of it to some standard that is set above 
both. And if this standard is to be purified of 
every taint of formalism, it must not be merely 
traditional or rationalistic, but must rest on an 
immediate perception of what is normal and 
human, a perception that the critic, like the 
creator, can win in its fullness only with the 
aid of the ethical or generalizing imagination. 
The best type of critic may therefore be said to 
be creative in the sense that he creates stand- 
ards. It is in their common allegiance to stand- 
ards that critic and creator really come together. 
They ascend, and not, as in the primitivistic 
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theory, descend, to meet. With the elimina- 
tion of the restrictive and selective principle— 
and the presence of standards is always felt as 
such a principle—what is left is the most dan- 
gerous of all forms of anarchy—anarchy of the 
imagination. This is what Goethe meant when 
he said that ‘“‘nothing is so horrible as imagina- 
tion without taste.” 

To acquire a true literary conscience, to medi- 
ate between the restrictive and selective prin- 
ciple and one’s vivid personal impression, to 
have-standards and then to apply th them flexibly 
and intuitively, is not easy. It is to be feared 
that Voltaire is nearer the truth when he dis- 
courses on the small number of the elect in 
matters of taste than Mr. Spingarn when he 
utters his facile assurance, so agreeable to 
democratic ears, that “we are all geniuses; we 
are all possessed of taste.’ Mr. Spingarn’s 
message would seem to be the very opposite of 
what we need in America at the present time. 
For though we no doubt have “‘ideals’’—at least 
we seem very certain on this point—we lack 
standards; and the pathway to standards would 
scarcely seem to lie through the glorification of 
impulse and unrestraint. Because certain bar- 
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riers imposed by _neo-classic_good_ taste were 
found to be arbitrary and artificial, the primi- 
tivist assumes that all barriers are arbitrary 2 and - 
artificial ; and the ‘consequences of this assump- 
tion, if worked out consistently, should give 
us pause. Civilization, at bottom, rests on the 
recognition of the fact that man shows his true — 
liberty by resisting impulse, and not not by. yield- 
ing to it, that he grows in the perfection proper_ 
to his own nature not by throwing off but by _ 
taking on limitations. As a matter of fact, not 
much is left of the values of civilized life when 
Mr. Spingarn has finished enumerating the 
things that must be thrown overboard if the 
creator is to express himself adequately, and 
the ‘new” or “esthetic” critic is to partake of 
the creator’s thrill and reéxpress it. Mr. Spin- 
garn says that the opening night of the Inter- 
national Exhibition (1913) was one of the 
most “exciting adventures” that he had ever | 
experienced. Many of the pictures that have 
been appearing in this and similar exhibitions 
of late years, far from being so excitingly novel, 
would suggest rather that our American parti- 
sans of pure expression are coming in at a late 
stage of a movement that from its rise in the 
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eighteenth century was unable to distinguish 
between the original and the aboriginal. If 
Mr. Theodore Dreiser, author of The Genius, 
had set forth his views of originality in Ger- 
many about 1775 (die Geniezeit), they would 
have been wrong, but they would at least have 
had the semblance of novelty. As it is, it is 
hard for a person even moderately versed in 
literary history to read these views without 
yawning. Nothing is more tiresome than stale 
eccentricity. Is this country always to be the 
dumping ground of Europe? Americans who 
wish to display real virility and initiative will 
scarcely be content to fall in at the end of the 
procession, especially when the procession is 
moving, as in this case, towards the edge of a 
precipice. They will see that we must begin 
by creating standards, if our other attempts at 
creation are to have any meaning, and they 
will not underestimate the difficulty of the task. 
Primitivism leads to affirmations that are re- 
pugnant to the most elementary common-sense 
—for example, to Mr. Spingarn’s affirmation 
that the “art of a child is art quite as much as 
that of Michelangelo.’ But it is not enough to 
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oppose to such aberrations mere common-sense 
or reason or judgment. The strength of the 
primitivist is that he recognizes in his own way 
the truth proclaimed by Napoleon—that imagi- 
nation governs the world. Those who be- 
lieve in the need of a humanistic reaction at 
present should be careful not to renew the neo- 
classical error. Thus Dryden attributes the im- 
mortality of the Aneid to its being “a well- 
weighed, judicious poem. Whereas poems 
which are produced by the vigor of imagination 
only have a gloss upon them at the first which 
time wears off, the works of judgment are like 
the diamond: the more they are polished the 
more luster they receive.” But what is pre- 
eminent in Virgil, what gives the immortalizing 
touch to his work, is not the judgment he dis- 
plays, but the quality of his imagination. It 
is no doubt inevitable, in speaking and writing, 
to divide man up into faculties and contrast 
judgment with imagination. At the same 
time one should recollect that this division of 
man into more or less water-tight compartments 
has about it nothing positive and experimental. 
What is positive and experimental, let me re- 
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peat, is that in creation of the first order, crea- 
tion that has I high seriousness in thé Aristotelian 
sense, the imagination ‘does not wander aim- 
lessly, but is at work in the service of a super- 
sensuous truth that it is not given “to man to 
seize directly; and that the result is ‘ “the il- 
lusion of a higher reality.” Creation of this 
order, one may report from actual observation, 
is something more than the intense expression 
of some expansive ego, whether individual or 
national; it has a restrained and humanized 
intensity—intensity on a a background « of calm, 
and literature, but in life, is Eieqiehed with 
breakdown, because of our failure to work out 
new standards with the aid of this type of 
imagination. And this breakdown of the mod- 
ern experiment is due to its not having lived up 
to its own program. Those who have put aside 
the discipline of outer authority have professed 
to do so because of their thirst for immediacy, 
of their wish to face unflinchingly the facts 
of nature and of human nature. Yet the veto 
power in human nature is nothing abstract, 
nothing that one needs to take on hearsay, but 
a matter of immediate perception. It is this 
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fact, the weightiest of all, that the corrupters 
of the literary conscience and of the conscience 
in general have failed to face in making of 
the imagination the irresponsible accomplice 
of the unchained emotions. 
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Every now and then, a sense of the futility of 
their daily endeavors falling suddenly upon 
them, the critics of Christendom turn to a some- 
what sour and depressing consideration of the 
nature and objects of their own craft. That is 
to say, they turn to criticizing criticism. What 
is it in plain words? What is its aim, exactly 
stated in legal terms? How far can it go? 
What good can it do? What is its normal ef- 
fect upon the artist and the work of art? 

Such a spell of self-searching has been in 
progress for several years past, and the critics 
of various countries have contributed theories 
of more or less lucidity and plausibility to the 
discussion. Their views of their own art, it 
appears, are quite as divergent as their views 

1 Originally published in the New York Evening Mail, 
July 1, 1918; reprinted with considerable revision in 1919 
in Prejudices, First Series, and here reprinted by special 


arrangement with Alfred A. Knopf, Ine., authorized 
publishers. 
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of the arts they more commonly deal with. 
One group argues, partly by direct statement - 
and partly by attacking all other groups, that 
the one defensible purpose of the critic is to 
encourage the virtuous and oppose the sinful— 
in brief, to police the fine arts and so hold them 
in tune with the moral order of the world. 
Another group, repudiating this constabulary . 
function, argues hotly that the arts have noth- 
ing to do with morality whatsoever—that their 
concern is solely with pure beauty. A third 
group holds that the chief aspect of a work 
of art, particularly in the field of literature, is 
its aspect as psychological document—that if 
it doesn’t help men to know themselves it is 
nothing. A fourth group reduces the thing to 
an exact science, and sets up standards that 
resemble algebraic formule—this is the group 
of metrists, of contrapuntists and of those who 
gabble of light-waves. And so, in order, fol- 
low groups five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten, each 
with its theory and its proofs. 

Against the whole corps, moral and esthetic, 
psychological and algebraic, stands Major J. 
E. Spingarn, U.S.A. Major Spingarn lately 
served formal notice upon me that he had 
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abandoned the life of the academic grove for 
that of the armed array, and so I give him his 
military title, but at the time he wrote his 
Creative Criticism he was a professor in Colum- 
bia University, and I still find myself thinking 
of him, not as a soldier extraordinarily literate, 
but as a professor in rebellion. For his notions, 
whatever one may say in opposition to them, 
are at least magnificently unprofessorial—they 
fly violently in the face of the principles that 
distinguish the largest and most influential 
group of campus critics. As witness: “To say 
that poetry is moral or immoral is as mean- 
ingless as to say that an equilateral triangle is 
moral and an isosceles triangle immoral.” Or, 
worse: “It is only conceivable in a world in 
which dinner-table conversation runs after this 
fashion: ‘This cauliflower would be good if it 
had only been prepared in accordance with in- 
ternational law.’” One imagines, on hearing 
such atheism flying about, the amazed indigna- 
tion of Prof. Dr. William Lyon Phelps, with 
his discovery that Joseph Conrad preaches “the 
axiom of the moral law”; the “Hey, what’s 
that!” of Prof. Dr. W. C. Brownell, the Am- 
herst Aristotle, with his eloquent plea for stand- 
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ards as iron-clad as the Westminster Confes- 
sion; the loud, patriotic alarm of the gifted 
Prof. Dr. Stuart P. Sherman, of Iowa, with his 
maxim that Puritanism is the official philoso- 
phy of America, and that all who dispute it are 
enemy aliens and should be deported. Major 
Spingarn, in truth, here performs a treason 
most horrible upon the reverend order he once 
adorned, and having achieved it, he straightway 
performs another and then another. That is 
to say, he tackles all the antagonistic groups 
of orthodox critics seriatim, and knocks them 
about unanimously—first the aforesaid agents 
of the sweet and pious; then the advocates of 
unities, meters, all rigid formule; then the ex- 
perts in imaginary psychology; then the histori- 
cal comparers, pigeonholers and makers of cate- 
gories; finally, the professors of pure esthetic. 
One and all, they take their places upon his 
operating table, and one and all they are 
stripped and anatomized. 

But what is the anarchistic ex-professor’s 
own theory?—for a professor must have a 
theory, as a dog must have fleas. In brief, what 
he offers is a doctrine borrowed from the Italian, 
Benedetto Croce, and by Croce filched from 
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Goethe—a doctrine anything but new in the 
world, even in Goethe’s time, but nevertheless 
long buried in forgetfulness—to wit, the doc- 
trine that it is the critic’s first and only duty, 
as Carlyle once put it, to find out “what the 
poet’s aim really and truly was, how the task 
he had to do stood before his eye, and how far, 
with such materials as were afforded him, he 
has fulfilled it.’ For poet, read artist, or, if 
literature is in question, substitute the Germanic 
word Dichter—that is, the artist in words, the 
creator of beautiful letters, whether in verse or 
in prose. Ibsen always called himself a Digter, 
not a Dramatiker or Skuespiller. So, 1 dare 
say, did Shakespeare. . . . Well, what is this 
generalized poet trying to do? asks Major 
Spingarn, and how has he done it? That, and 
no more, is the critic’s quest. The morality of 
the work does not concern him. It is not his 
business to determine whether it heeds Aristotle 
or flouts Aristotle. He passes no judgment on 
its rhyme scheme, its length and breadth, its 
iambics, its politics, its patriotism, its piety, 
its psychological exactness, its good taste. He 
may note these things, but he may not protest 
about them—he may not complain if the thing 
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criticized fails to fit into a pigeonhole. Every 
sonnet, every drama, every novel is sud generis; 
it must stand on its own bottom; it must be 
judged by its own inherent intentions. 
“Poets,” says Major Spingarn, “do not really 
write epics, pastorals, lyrics, however much they 
may be deceived by these false abstractions; 
they express themselves, and this expression és 
their only form. ‘There are not, therefore, only 
three or ten or a hundred literary kinds; there 
are as many kinds as there are individual 
poets.” Nor is there any valid appeal ad 
hominem. ‘The character and background of 
the poet are beside the mark; the poem itself is 
the thing. Oscar Wilde, weak and swine-like, 
yet wrote beautiful prose. To reject that prose 
on the ground that Wilde had filthy habits is 
as absurd as to reject What Is Man? on the 
ground that its theology is beyond the intelli- 
gence of the editor of the New York Times. 
This Spingarn-Croce-Carlyle-Goethe theory, 
of course, throws a heavy burden upon the 
critic. It presupposes that he is a civilized and 
tolerant man, hospitable to all intelligible ideas 
and capable of reading them as he runs. This 
is a demand that at once rules out nine-tenths 
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of the grown-up sophomores who carry on the 
business of criticism in America. Their trouble 
is simply that they lack the intellectual resili- 
ence necessary for taking in ideas, and particu- 
larly new ideas. The only way they can ingest 
one is by transforming it into the nearest re- 
lated formula—usually a harsh and devastating 
operation. This fact accounts for their chronic 
inability to understand all that is most per- 
sonal and original and hence most forceful and 
significant in the emerging literature of the 
country. They can get down what has been 
digested and redigested, and so brought into 
forms that they know, and carefully labeled 
by predecessors of their own sort—but they 
exhibit alarm immediately they come into the 
presence of the extraordinary. Here we have 
an explanation of Brownell’s loud appeal for a 
tightening of standards—7.e., a larger respect 
for precedents, patterns, rubber-stamps—and 
here we have an explanation of Phelps’s inabil- 
ity to comprehend the colossal phenomenon of 
Dreiser, and of Boynton’s childish nonsense 
about realism, and of Sherman’s effort to apply 
the Espionage Act to the arts, and of More’s 
querulous enmity to romanticism, and of all 
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the fatuous pigeonholing that passes for criti- 
cism in the more solemn literary periodicals. 

As practiced by all such learned and diligent 
but essentially ignorant and unimaginative 
men, criticism is little more than a branch of 
homiletics. They judge a work of art, not by 
its clarity and sincerity, not by the force and 
charm of its ideas, not by the technical vir- 
tuosity of the artist, not by his originality and 
artistic courage, but simply and solely by his 
orthodoxy. If he is what is called a “right 
thinker,” if he devotes himself to advocating 
the transient platitudes in a sonorous manner, 
then he is worthy of respect. But if he lets 
fall the slightest hint that he is in doubt about 
any of them, or, worse still, that he is indiffer- 
ent, then he is a scoundrel, and hence, by their 
theory, a bad artist. Such pious piffle is hor- 
ribly familiar among us. I do not exaggerate 
its terms. You will find it running through 
the critical writings of practically all the dull 
fellows who combine criticism with tutoring; 
in the words of many of them it is stated in 
the plainest way and defended with much heat, 
theological and pedagogical. In its baldest 
form it shows itself in the doctrine that it is 
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scandalous for an artist—say a dramatist or a 
novelist—to depict vice as attractive. The fact 
that vice, more often than not, undoubtedly zs 
attractive—else why should it ever gobble any 
of us?—is disposed of with a lofty gesture. 
What of it? say these birchmen. The artist is 
not a reporter, but a Great Teacher. It is not 
his business to depict the world as it is, but as 
it ought to be. 

Against this notion American criticism makes 
but feeble headway. We are, in fact, a nation 
of evangelists; every third American devotes 
himself to improving and lifting up his fellow- 
citizens, usually by force; the messianic delu- 
sion is our national disease. Thus the moral 
Privatdozenten have the crowd on their side, 
and it is difficult to shake their authority; even 
the vicious are still in favor of crying vice 
down. “Here is a novel,” says the artist. 
“Why didn’t you write a tract?’ roars the 
professor—and down the chute go novel and 
novelist. ‘This girl is pretty,” says the painter. 
“But she has left off her undershirt,” protests 
the head-master—and off goes the poor dauber’s 
head. At its mildest, this balderdash takes the 
form of the late Hamilton Wright Mabie’s 
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White List of Books; at its worst, it is com- 
stockery, an idiotic and abominable thing. 
Genuine criticism is as impossible to such in- 
ordinately narrow and cocksure men as music 
is to a man who is tone-deaf. The critic, to 
interpret his artist, even to understand his artist, 
must be able to get into the mind of his artist; 
he must feel and comprehend the vast pressure 
of the creative passion; as Major Spingarn says, 
“Esthetic judgment and artistic creation are in- 
stinct with the same vital life.” This is why 
all the best criticism of the world has been 
written by men who have had within them, not 
only the reflective and analytical faculty of 
critics, but also the gusto of artists—Goethe, 
Carlyle, Lessing, Schlegel, Sainte-Beuve, and, 
to drop a story or two, Hazlitt, Hermann Bahr, 
Georg Brandes and James Huneker. Huneker, 
tackling Also sprach Zarathustra, revealed its 
content in illuminating flashes. But tackled 
by Paul Elmer More, it became no more than 
a dull student’s exercise, ill-naturedly cor- 
rected. 

So much for the theory of Major J. E. Spin- 
garn, U.S.A., late professor of comparative lit- 
erature in Columbia University. Obviously, it 
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is a far sounder and more stimulating theory 
than any of those cherished by the other pro- 
fessors. It demands that the critic be a man 
of intelligence, of toleration, of wide informa- 
tion, of genuine hospitality to ideas, whereas 
the others only demand that he have learning, 
and accept anything as learning that has been 
said before. But once he has stated his doc- 
trine, the ingenious ex-professor, professor-like, 
immediately begins to corrupt it by claiming 
too much for it. Having laid and hatched, so 
to speak, his somewhat stale but still highly 
nourishing egg, he begins to argue fatuously 
that the resultant flamingo is the whole muster- 
ing of the critical Aves. But the fact is, of 
course, that criticism, as humanly practiced, 
must needs fall a good deal short of this intui- 
tive recreation of beauty, and what is more, it 
must go a good deal further. For one thing, 
it must be interpretation in terms that are not 
only exact but are also comprehensible to the 
reader, else it will leave the original mystery 
as dark as before—and once interpretation 
comes in, paraphrase and transliteration come 
in. What is recondite must be made plainer; 
the transcendental, to some extent at least, must 
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be done into common modes of thinking. 
Well, what are morality, trochaics, hexameters, 
movements, historical principles, psychological 
maxims, the dramatic unities—what are all 
these save common modes of thinking, short- 
cuts, rubber stamps, words of one syllable? 
Moreover, beauty as we know it in this world 
is by no means the apparition én vacuo that 
Mr. Spingarn seems to see. It has its social, its 
political, even its moral implications. The 
finale of Beethoven’s C minor symphony is not 
only colossal as music; it is also colossal as re- 
volt; it says something against something. Yet 
more, the springs of beauty are not within itself 
alone, nor even in genius alone, but often in 
things without. Brahms wrote his Deutsches 
Requiem, not only because he was a great artist, 
but also because he was a good German. And 
in Nietzsche there are times when the divine 
afflatus takes a back seat, and the spirochaetae 
have the floor. 

Major Spingarn himself seems to harbor 
some sense of this limitation on his doctrine. 
He gives warning that “the poet’s intention 
must be judged at the moment of the creative 
act”—which opens the door enough for many 
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an ancient to creep in. But limited or not, he 
at least clears off a lot of moldy rubbish, and 
gets further toward the truth than any of his 
former colleagues. They waste themselves 
upon theories that only conceal the poet’s 
achievement the more, the more diligently they 
are applied; he, at all events, grounds himself 
upon the sound notion that there should be free 
speech in art, and no protective tariffs, and no 
a priori assumptions, and no testing of ideas 
by mere words. The safe ground probably lies 
between the contestants, but nearer Spingarn. 
The critic who really illuminates starts off much 
as he starts off, but with a due regard for the 
prejudices and imbecilities of the world. I 
think the best feasible practice is to be found 
in certain chapters of Huneker, a critic of vastly 
more solid influence and of infinitely more value 
to the arts than all the prating pedagogues since 
Rufus Griswold. Here, as in the case of Poe, 
a sensitive and intelligent artist re-creates the 
work of other artists, but there also comes to 
the ceremony a man of the world, and the 
things he has to say are apposite and instructive 
too. To denounce moralizing out of hand is to 
pronounce a moral judgment. To dispute the 
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categories is to set up a new anti-categorical 
category. And to admire the work of Shake- 
speare is to be interested in his handling of 
blank verse, his social aspirations, his shot-gun 
marriage and his frequent concessions to the 
bombastic frenzy of his actors, and to have 
some curiosity about Mr. W. H. The really 
competent critic must be an empiricist. He 
must conduct his exploration with whatever 
means lie within the bounds of his personal 
limitation. He must produce his effects with 
whatever tools will work. If pills fail, he gets 
out his saw. If the saw won’t cut, he seizes 
a club. 

Perhaps, after all, the chief burden that lies 
upon Major Spingarn’s theory is to be found in 
its label. The word “creative” is a bit too 
flamboyant; it says what he wants to say, but 
it probably says a good deal more. In this 
emergency, I propose getting rid of the mislead- 
ing label by pasting another over it. That is, 
I propose the substitution of “catalytic” for 
“creative,” despite the fact that “‘catalytic” is 
an unfamiliar word, and suggests the dog-Latin 
of the seminaries. I borrow it from chemistry, 
and its meaning is really quite simple. A cata- 
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lyzer, in chemistry, is a substance that helps 
two other substances to react. For example, 
consider the case of ordinary cane sugar and 
water. Dissolve the sugar in the water and 
nothing happens. But add a few drops of acid 
and the sugar changes into glucose and fructose. 
Meanwhile, the acid itself is absolutely un- 
changed. All it does is to stir up the reaction 
between the water and the sugar. The process 
is called catalysis. The acid is a catalyzer. 

Well, this is almost exactly the function of 
a genuine critic of the arts. It is his business 
to provoke the reaction between the work of 
art and the spectator. The spectator, un- 
tutored, stands unmoved; he sees the work of 
art, but it fails to make any intelligible im- 
pression on him; if he were spontaneously sensi- 
tive to it, there would be no need for criticism. 
But now comes the critic with his catalysis. He 
makes the work of art live for the spectator; 
he makes the spectator live for the work of art. 
Out of the process comes understanding, appre- 
ciation, intelligent enjoyment—and that is pre- 
cisely what the artist tried to produce. 
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By v. s. ELIOT 


I 


“Eriger en lois ses impressions personnelles, c’est le 
grand effort d’un homme s’il est sincére.”’—Lettres a 
VAmazone. 
CoLERIDGE was perhaps the greatest of English 
critics, and in a sense the last. After Coleridge 
we have Matthew Arnold; but Arnold—I 
think it will be conceded—was rather a propa- 
gandist for criticism than a critic, a popularizer 
rather than a creator of ideas. So long as this 
island remains an island (and we are no nearer 
the Continent than were Arnold’s contempo- 
raries) the work of Arnold will be important; 
it is still a bridge across the Channel, and it 
will always have been good sense. Since 
Arnold’s attempt to correct his countrymen, 
English criticism has followed two directions. 

1From The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criti- 
cism, published in 1920, and reprinted by special arrange- 


-ment with Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., authorized publishers. 
The author has resided in England since 1913. 
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When a distinguished critic observed recently, 
in a newspaper article, that “poetry is the most 
highly organized form of intellectual activity,” 
we were conscious that we were reading neither 
Coleridge nor Arnold. Not only have the 
words “organized” and “activity,” occurring 
together in this phrase, that familiar vague 
suggestion of the scientific vocabulary which is 
characteristic of modern writing, but one asked 
questions which Coleridge and Ameld would 
not have permitted one to ask. How is it, 
for instance, that poetry is more “highly om 
ganized” than astronomy, physics, or pure 
mathematics, which we imagine to be, in rela- 
tion to the scientist who practices them, “in- 
tellectual activity” of a pretty highly organ- 
ized type? “Mere strings of words,” our critic 
continues with felicity and truth, “flung like 
dabs of paint across a blank canvasy, may 
awaken surprise . . . but have no significance 
whatever in the history of literature” The 
phrases by which Arnold is best known may 
be inadequate, they may assemble more doubts 
than they dispel, but they usually have some 
meaning. And if a phrase like “the most 
highly organized form of intellectual activity™ 
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is the highest organization of thought of which 
contemporary criticism, in a distinguished rep- 
resentative, is capable, then, we conclude, mod- 
ern criticism is degenerate. 

The verbal disease above noticed may be re- 
served for diagnosis by and by. It is not a 
disease from which Mr. Arthur Symons (for 
the quotation was, of course, not from Mr. 
Symons) notably suffers. Mr. Symons repre- 
sents the other tendency; he is a representative 
of what is always called “esthetic criticism” 
or “impressionistic criticism.’ And it is this 
form of criticism which I propose to examine 
at once. Mr. Symons, the critical successor 
of Pater, and partly of Swinburne (I fancy 
that the phrase “‘sick or sorry” is the common 
property of all three), zs the “impressionistic 
critic.” He, if any one, would be said to ex- 
pose a sensitive and cultivated mind—culti- 
vated, that is, by the accumulation of a con- 
siderable variety of impressions from all the 
arts and several languages—before an “‘ob- 
ject”; and his criticism, if any one’s, would 
be said to exhibit to us, like the plate, the 
faithful record of the impressions, more numer- 
~ ous or more refined than our own, upon a mind 
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more sensitive than our own. A record, we 
observe, which is also an interpretation, a 
translation; for it must itself impose impres- 
sions upon us, and these impressions are as 
much created as transmitted by the criticism. 
I do not say at once that this is Mr. Symons; 
but it is the “impressionistic” critic, and the 
impressionistic critic is supposed to be Mr. 
Symons. 

At hand is a volume which we may test.’ 
Ten of these thirteen essays deal with single 
plays of Shakespeare, and it is therefore fair 
to take one of these ten as a specimen of the 
book: 


Antony and Cleopatra is the most wonderful, I 
think, of all Shakespeare’s plays .. . 


and Mr. Symons reflects that Cleopatra is the 


most wonderful of all women: 


The queen who ends the dynasty of the Ptolemies 
has been the star of poets, a malign star shedding 
baleful light, from Horace and Propertius down to 
Victor Hugo; and it is not to poets only ... 


1 Studies in Elizabethan Drama. By Arthur Symons, 
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What, we ask, is this for? as a page on Cleo- 
patra, and on her possible origin in the dark 
lady of the Sonnets, unfolds itself. And we 
find, gradually, that this is not an essay on a 
work of art or a work of intellect; but that 
Mr. Symons is living through the play as one 
might live it through in the theater; recount- 
ing, commenting: 


In her last days Cleopatra touches a certain eleva- 
tion . . . she would die a thousand times, rather than 
live to be a mockery and a scorn in men’s mouths .. . 
she is a woman to the last . . . so she dies . . . the 
play ends with a touch of grave pity... 


Presented in this rather unfair way, torn 
apart like the leaves of an artichoke, the im- 
pressions of Mr. Symons come to resemble a 
common type of popular literary lecture, in 
which the stories of plays or novels are re- 
told, the motives of the characters set forth, 
and the work of art therefore made easier for 
the beginner. But this is not Mr. Symons’ 
reason for writing. The reason why we find 
a similarity between his essay and this form 
of education is that Antony and Cleopatra is 
a play with which we are pretty well ac- 
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quainted, and of which we have, therefore, 
our own impressions. We can please ourselves 
with our own impressions of the characters and 
their emotions; and we do not find the impres- 
sions of another person, however sensitive, very 
significant. But if we can recall the time when 
we were ignorant of the French symbolists, and 
met with The Symbolist Movement in Litera- 
ture, we remember that book as an introduction 
to wholly new feelings, as a revelation. After 
we have read Verlaine and Laforgue and Rim- 
baud and return to Mr. Symons’ book, we may 
find that our own impressions dissent from his. 
The book has not, perhaps, a permanent value 
for the one reader, but it has led to results 
of permanent importance for him. 

The question is not whether Mr. Symons’ 
impressions are “true” or “false.” So far as 
you can isolate the “impression,” the pure feel- 
ing, it is, of course, neither true nor false. The 
point is that you never rest at the pure feeling; 
you react in one of two ways, or, as I believe 
Mr. Symons does, in a mixture of the two 
ways. The moment you try to put the im- 
pressions into words, you either begin to ana- 
lyze and construct, to “‘ériger en lois,” or you 
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begin to create something else. It is significant 
that Swinburne, by whose poetry Mr. Symons 
may at one time have been influenced, is one 
man in his poetry and a different man in his 
criticism; to this extent and in this respect 
only, that he is satisfying a different impulse; 
he is criticizing, expounding, arranging. You 
may say this is not the criticism of a critic, 
that it is emotional, not intellectual—though 
of this there are two opinions, but it is in the 
direction of analysis and construction, a be- 
ginning to “ériger en lois,’ and not in the 
direction of creation. So IJ infer that Swin- 
burne found an adequate outlet for the crea- 
tive impulse in his poetry; and none of it was 
forced back and out through his critical prose. 
The style of the latter is essentially a prose 
style; and Mr. Symons’ prose is much more 
like Swinburne’s poetry than it is like his prose. 
I imagine—though here one’s thought is mov- 
ing in almost complete darkness—that Mr. 
Symons is far more disturbed, far more pro- 
foundly affected, by his reading than was 
Swinburne, who responded rather by a violent 
and immediate and comprehensive burst of ad- 
‘miration which may have left him internally 
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unchanged. The disturbance in Mr. Symons 
is almost, but not quite, to the point of creat- 
ing; the reading sometimes fecundates his emo- 
tions to produce something new which is not 
criticism, but is not the expulsion, the ejection, 
the birth of creativeness. 

The type is not uncommon, although Mr. 
Symons is far superior to most of the type. 
Some writers are essentially of the type that 
reacts in excess of the stimulus, making some- 
thing new out of the impressions, but suffer 
from a defect of vitality or an obscure obstruc- 
tion which prevents nature from taking its 
course. Their sensibility alters the object, but 
never transforms it. Their reaction is that of 
the ordinary emotional person developed to an 
exceptional degree. For this ordinary emo- 
tional person, experiencing a work of art, has 
a mixed critical and creative reaction. It is 
made up of comment and opinion, and also 
new emotions which are vaguely applied to 
his own life. The sentimental person, in whom 
a work of art arouses all sorts of emotions 
which have nothing to do with that work of 
art whatever, but are accidents of personal 
association, is an incomplete artist. For in an 
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artist these suggestions made by a work of art, 
which are purely personal, become fused with 
a multitude of other suggestions from multi- 
tudinous experience, and result in the produc- 
tion of a new object which is no longer purely 
personal, because it is a work of art itself. 

It would be rash to speculate, and is per- 
haps impossible to determine, what is unful- 
filled in Mr. Symons’ charming verse that over- 
flows into his critical prose. Certainly we may 
say that in Swinburne’s verse the circuit of 
impression and expression is complete; and 
Swinburne was therefore able, in his criticism, 
to be more a critic than Mr. Symons. This 
gives us an intimation why the artist is—each 
within his own limitations—oftenest to be de- 
pended upon as a critic; his criticism will be 
criticism, and not the satisfaction of a sup- 
pressed creative wish—which, in most other 
persons, is apt to interfere fatally. 

Before considering what the proper critical 
reaction of artistic sensibility is, how far criti- 
cism is “feeling’’ and how far “thought,” and 
what sort of “thought” is permitted, it may 
be instructive to prod a little into that other 
‘temperament, so different from Mr. Symons’, 
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which issues in generalities such as that quoted 
near the beginning of this article. 


II 


“L’écrivain de style abstrait est presque toujours un 
sentimental, du moins un sensitif. L’écrivain artiste n’est 
presque jamais un sentimental, et trés rarement un sensi- 
tif.”—-Le Probléme du Style. 


The statement already quoted, that “poetry 
is the most highly organized form of intellec- 
tual activity,” may be taken as a specimen of 
the abstract style in criticism. The confused 
distinction which exists in most heads between 
“abstract” and “concrete” is due not so much 
to a manifest fact of the existence of two types 
of mind, an abstract and a concrete, as to the 
existence of another type of mind, the verbal, 
or philosophic. I, of course, do not imply any 
general condemnation of philosophy; I am, for 
the moment, using the word “‘philosophic” to 
cover the unscientific ingredients of philoso- 
phy; to cover, in fact, the greater part of the 
philosophic output of the last hundred years. 
There are two ways in which a word may be 
“abstract.” It may have (the word “activity,” 
for example) a meaning which cannot be 
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grasped by appeal to any of the senses; its 
apprehension may require a deliberate suppres- 
sion of analogies of visual or muscular experi- 
ence, which is none the less an effort of imagi- 
nation. “Activity” will mean for the trained 
scientist, if he employ the term, either nothing 
at all or something still more exact than any- 
thing it suggests to us. If we are allowed to 
accept certain remarks of Pascal and Mr. Ber- 
trand Russell about mathematics, we believe 
that the mathematician deals with objects— 
if he will permit us to call them objects— 
which directly affect his sensibility. And dur- 
ing a good part of history the philosopher en- 
deavored to deal with objects which he believed 
to be of the same exactness as the mathema- 
tician’s. Finally Hegel arrived, and if not 
perhaps the first, he was certainly the most 
prodigious exponent of emotional systematiza- 
tion, dealing with his emotions as if they were 
definite objects which had aroused those emo- 
tions. His followers have as a rule taken for 
granted that words have definite meanings, 
overlooking the tendency of words to become 
indefinite emotions. (No one who had not wit- 
nessed the event could imagine the conviction 
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in the tone of Professor Eucken as he pounded 
the table and exclaimed Was tst Geist? Geist 
ist...) If verbalism were confined to pro- 
fessional philosophers, no harm would be done. 
But their corruption has extended very far. 
Compare a medieval theologian or mystic, com- 
pare a seventeenth-century preacher, with any 
“liberal”? sermon since Schleiermacher, and you 
will observe that words have changed their 
meanings. What they have lost is definite, and 
what they have gained is indefinite. 

The vast accumulations of knowledge—or 
at least of information—deposited by the nine- 
teenth century have been responsible for an 
equally vast ignorance. When there is so much 
to be known, when there are so many fields 
of knowledge in which the same words are 
used with different meanings, when every one 
knows a little about a great many things, it 
becomes increasingly difficult for any one to 
know whether he knows what he is talking 
about or not. And when we do not know, or 
when we do not know enough, we tend always 
to substitute emotions for thoughts. The sen- 
tence so frequently quoted in this essay will 
serve for an example of this process as well 
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as any, and may be profitably contrasted with 
the opening phrases of the Posterior Analytics. 
Not only all knowledge, but all feeling, is in 
perception. The inventor of poetry as the 
most highly organized form of intellectual ac- 
tivity was not engaged in perceiving when he 
composed this definition; he had nothing to be 
aware of except his own emotion about 
“poetry.” He was, in fact, absorbed in a very 
different ‘‘activity” not only from that of Mr. 
Symons, but from that of Aristotle. 

Aristotle is a person who has suffered from 
the adherence of persons who must be re- 
garded less as his disciples than as his sectaries. 
One must be firmly distrustful of accepting 
Aristotle in a canonical spirit; this is to lose 
the whole living force of him. He was primar- 
ily a man of not only remarkable but univer- 
sal intelligence; and universal intelligence 
means that he could apply his intelligence to 
anything. The ordinary intelligence is good 
only for certain classes of objects; a brilliant 
man of science, if he is interested in poetry 
at all, may conceive grotesque judgments: like 
one poet because he reminds him of himself, 
or another because he expresses emotions which 
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he admires; he may use art, in fact, as the 
outlet for the egotism which is suppressed in 
his own speciality. But Aristotle had none of 
these impure desires to satisfy; in whatever 
sphere of interest, he looked solely and stead- 
fastly at the object; in his short and broken 
treatise he provides an eternal example—not 
of laws, or even of method, for there is no 
method except to be very intelligent, but of 
intelligence itself swiftly operating the anal- 
ysis of sensation to the point of principle and 
definition. 

It is far less Aristotle than Horace who has 
been the model for criticism up to the nine- 
teenth century. A precept, such as Horace or 
Boileau gives us, is merely an unfinished anal- 
ysis. It appears as a law, a rule, because it 
does not appear in its most general form; it 
is empirical. When we understand necessity, 
as Spinoza knew, we are free because we assent. 
The dogmatic critic, who lays down a rule, 
who affirms a value, has left his labor incom- 
plete. Such statements may often be justifia- 
ble as a saving of time; but in matters of great 
importance the critic must not coerce, and he 
must not make judgments of worse and better. 
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He must simply elucidate: the reader will form 
the correct judgment for himself. 

And again, the purely “technical’’ critic— 
the critic, that is, who writes to expound some 
novelty or impart some lesson to practitioners 
of an art—can be called a critic only in a nar- 
row sense. He may be analyzing perceptions 
and the means for arousing perceptions, but his 
aim is limited and is not the disinterested ex- 
ercise of intelligence. The narrowness of the 
aim makes easier the detection of the merit 
or feebleness of the work; even of these writers 
there are very few—so that their “criticism” 
is of great importance within its limits. So 
much suffices for Campion. Dryden is far 
more disinterested; he displays much free in- 
telligence; and yet even Dryden—or any /t- 
erary critic of the seventeenth century—is not 
quite a free mind, compared, for instance, with 
such a mind as Rochefoucauld’s. There is al- 
ways a tendency to legislate rather than to 
inquire, to revise accepted laws, even to over- 
turn, but to reconstruct out of the same ma- 
terial. And the free intelligence is that which 
is wholly devoted to inquiry. 

Coleridge, again, whose natural abilities, 
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and some of whose performances, are probably 
more remarkable than those of any other mod- 
ern critic, cannot be estimated as an intelli- 
gence completely free. The nature of the re- 
straint in his case is quite different from that 
which limited the seventeenth-century critics, 
and is much more personal. Coleridge’s meta- 
physical interest was quite genuine, and was, 
like most metaphysical interest, an affair of 
his emotions. But a literary critic should 
have no emotions except those immediately 
provoked by a work of art—and these (as I 
have already hinted) are, when valid, perhaps 
not to be called emotions at all. Coleridge is 
apt to take leave of the data of criticism, and 
arouse the suspicion that he has been diverted 
into a metaphysical hare-and-hounds. His end 
does not always appear to be the return to the 
work of art with improved perception and in- 
tensified, because more conscious, enjoyment; 
his center of interest changes, his feelings are 
impure. In the derogatory sense he is more 
“philosophic” than Aristotle. For everything 
that Aristotle says illuminates the literature 
which is the occasion for saying it; but Cole- 
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ridge only now and then. It is one more in- 
stance of the pernicious effect of emotion. 

Aristotle had what is called the scientific 
mind—a mind which, as it is rarely found 
among scientists except in fragments, might 
better be called the intelligent mind. For 
there is no other intelligence than this, and 
so far as artists and men of letters are intel- 
ligent (we may doubt whether the level of 
intelligence among men of letters is as high as 
among men of science) their intelligence is of 
this kind. Sainte-Beuve was a physiologist by 
training; but it is probable that his mind, like 
that of the ordinary scientific specialist, was 
limited in its interest, and that this was not, 
primarily, an interest in art. If he was a 
critic, there is no doubt that he was a very 
good one; but we may conclude that he earned 
some other name. Of all modern critics, per- 
haps Remy de Gourmont had most of the gen- 
eral intelligence of Aristotle. An amateur, 
though an excessively able amateur, in physiol- 
ogy, he combined to a remarkable degree sen- 
sitiveness, erudition, sense of fact and sense 
of history, and generalizing power. 
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We assume the gift of a superior sensibility. 
And for sensibility wide and profound reading 
does not mean merely a more extended pasture. 
There is not merely an increase of understand- 
ing, leaving the original acute impression un- 
changed. The new impressions modify the im- 
pressions received from the objects already 
known. An impression needs to be constantly 
refreshed by new impressions in order that it 
may persist at all; it needs to take its place 
in a system of impressions. And this system 
tends to become articulate in a generalized 
statement of literary beauty. 

There are, for instance, many scattered lines 
and tercets in the Divine Comedy which are 
capable of transporting even a quite unini- 
tiated reader, just sufficiently acquainted with 
the roots of the language to decipher the mean- 
ing, to an impression of overpowering beauty. 
This impression may be so deep that no sub- 
sequent study and understanding will inten- 
sify it. But at this point the impression is 
emotional; the reader in the ignorance which 
we postulate is unable to distinguish the poetry 
from an emotional state aroused in himself by 
the poetry, a state which may be merely an 
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indulgence of his own emotions. The poetry 
may be an accidental stimulus. The end of 
the enjoyment of poetry is a pure contempla- 
tion from which all the accidents of personal 
emotion are removed; thus we aim to see the 
object as it really is and find a meaning for 
the words of Arnold. And without a labor 
which is largely a labor of the intelligence, we 
are unable to attain that stage of vision amor 
intellectualis Dei. 

Such considerations, cast in this general 
form, may appear commonplaces. But I be- 
lieve that it is always opportune to call atten- 
tion to the torpid superstition that apprecia- 
tion is one thing, and “intellectual” criticism 
something else. Appreciation in popular psy- 
chology is one faculty, and criticism another, 
an arid cleverness building theoretical scaffolds 
upon one’s own perceptions or those of others. 
On the contrary, the true generalization is not 
something superposed upon an accumulation 
of perceptions; the perceptions do not, in a 
really appreciative mind, accumulate as a mass, 
but form themselves as a structure; and criti- 
cism is the statement in language of this struc- 
ture; it is a development of sensibility. The 
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bad criticism, on the other hand, is that which 
is nothing but an expression of emotion. And 
emotional people—such as stockbrokers, poli- 
ticians, men of science—and a few people who 
pride themselves on being unemotional—detest 
or applaud great writers such as Spinoza or 
Stendhal because of their “frigidity.” 

The writer of the present essay once com- 
mitted himself to the statement that “the 
poetic critic is criticizing poetry in order to 
create poetry.” He is now inclined to believe 
that the “historical” and the “philosophical” 
critics had better be called historians and phi- 
losophers quite simply. As for the rest, there 
are merely various degrees of intelligence. It 
is fatuous to say that criticism is for the sake 
of “creation” or creation for the sake of criti- 
cism. It is also fatuous to assume that there 
are ages of criticism and ages of creativeness, 
as if by plunging ourselves into intellectual 
darkness we were in better hope of finding 
spiritual light. The two directions of sensi- 
bility are complementary; and as sensibility 
is rare, unpopular, and desirable, it is to be 
expected that the critic and the creative artist 
should frequently be the same person. 
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BY Tos. BUT 
I 


In English writing we seldom speak of tra- 
dition, though we occasionally apply its name 
in deploring its absence. We cannot refer to 
“the tradition” or to “a tradition’; at most, 
we employ the adjective in saying that the 
poetry of So-and-so is “traditional” or even 
“too traditional.’’ Seldom, perhaps, does the 
word appear except in a phrase of censure. 
If otherwise, it is vaguely approbative, with 
the implication, as to the work approved, of 
some pleasing archeological reconstruction. 
You can hardly make the word agreeable to 
English ears without this comfortable refer- 
ence to the reassuring science of archeology. 
Certainly the word is not likely to appear 
in our appreciations of living or dead writers. 
1¥From The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criti- 


cism, published in 1920, and reprinted by special arrange- 
ment with Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., authorized publishers. 
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Every nation, every race, has not only its own 
creative, but its own critical turn of mind; and 
is even more oblivious of the shortcomings and 
limitations of its critical habits than of those 
of its creative genius. We know, or think we 
know, from the enormous mass of critical writ- 
ing that has appeared in the French language 
the critical method or habit of the French; 
we only conclude (we are such unconscious peo- 
ple) that the French are ‘more critical” than 
we, and sometimes even plume ourselves a lit- 
tle with the fact, as if the French were the 
less spontaneous. Perhaps they are; but we 
might remind ourselves that criticism is as in- 
evitable as breathing, and that we should be 
“none the worse for articulating what passes 
in our minds when we read a book and feel 
an emotion about it, for criticizing our own 
minds in their work of criticism. One of the 
facts that might come to light in this process 
is our tendency to insist, when we praise a poet, 
upon those aspects of his work in which he 
least resembles any one else. In these aspects 
or parts of his work we pretend to find what 
is individual, what is the peculiar essence of 
the man. We dwell with satisfaction upon 
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the poet’s difference from his predecessors, es- 
pecially his immediate predecessors; we en- 
deavor to find something that can be isolated 
in order to be enjoyed. Whereas if we ap- 
proach a poet without his prejudice we shall 
often find that not only the best, but the most 
individual parts of his work may be those in 
which the dead poets, his ancestors, assert their 
immortality most vigorously. And I do not 
mean the impressionable period of adolescence, 
but the period of full maturity. 

Yet if the only form of tradition, of hand- 
ing down, consisted in following the ways of 
the immediate generation before us in a blind 
or timid adherence to its successes, “‘tradition”’ 
should positively be discouraged. We have 
seen many such simple currents soon lost in 
the sand; and novelty is better than repetition. 
Tradition is a matter of much wider signifi- 
cance. It cannot be inherited, and if you want 
it you must obtain it by great labor. It in- 
volves, in the first place, the historical _sense,— 
which we may call nearly indispensable to any 
one who would continue to be a poet beyond 
his twenty-fifth year; and the historical sense 
involves a perception, not only of the pastness 
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of the past, but of its presence; the historical 
sense compels a man to write not merely with 
his own generation in his bones, but with a 
feeling that the whole of the literature of 
Europe from Homer and within it the whole 
of the literature of his own country has a 
simultaneous existence and composes a simul- 


taneous order. This historical sense,which-is_ 


a sense of the timeless as_well as of the tem- 


poral and of the timeless and of the e temporal 
together, is what makes a writer_traditional._ 


And it is ats the same time - what makes a writer 


most acutely conscious of his place in n time, of 
“his contemporaneity. _ 


preciation is ‘the appreciation of his =aedion to 


_the dead ele and artists. You cannot value 


ears aacnk among the Heat I mean this as 
a principle of esthetic, not merely historical, 
criticism. The necessity that he shall con- 
form, that he shall cohere, is not one-sided; 
what happens when a new work of art is cre- 
ated is something that happens simultaneously 
to all the works of art which preceded it. The 
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existing monuments form an ideal order among 
themselves, which is modified by the introduc- 
tion of the new (the really new) work of art 


among them. The existing order _is complete 


before the new work arrives; for order to per- 


sist after the supervention of novelty, the — 


whole existing order must be, if ever_so 
slightly, altered; and so the relations, propor- 


‘tions, values of each work of art toward the 
whole are readjusted; and this is conformity 
between the old and the new. Whoever has 
approved this idea of order, of the form of 
European, of English literature, will not find 
it preposterous that the past should be altered. 
by the present as much as the present is di- 
rected by the past. And the poet who is aware 
of this will be aware of great difficulties and 
responsibilities. 

In a peculiar sense he will be aware also that 
he must inevitably be judged by the standards 
of the past. I say judged, not amputated, by 
them; not judged to be as good as, or worse 
or better than, the dead; and certainly not 
judged by the canons of dead critics. It is 
a judgment, a comparison, in which two things 
are measured by each other. To conform 


215 


T. S. Eliot 


merely would be for the new work not really 
to conform at all; it would not be new, and 
would therefore not be a work of art. And 
we do not quite say that the new is more valu- 
able because it fits in; but its fitting in is_a 
test of its value—a test, it is true, which can 
only be slowly and cautiously applied, for we 
are none of us infallible judges of conform- 
ity. We say: it appears to conform, and is 
perhaps individual, or it appears individual, 
and may conform; but we are hardly likely 
to find that it is one and not the other. 

To proceed to a more intelligible exposi- 
tion of the relation of the poet to the past: 
he can neither take the past as a lump, an in- 
discriminate bolus, nor can he form himself 
wholly on one or two private admirations, nor 
can he form himself whoily upon one pre- 
ferred period. The first course is inadmissible, 
the second is an important experience of youth, 
and the third is a pleasant and highly desirable 
supplement. The poet must be very conscious 


of the main current, which does not at all flow 
invariably through the most distinguished rep- 
utations. He must be quite aware of the ob- 
vious fact that art never improves, but that 
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the material of art is never quite the same. 
He must be aware that the mind of Europe 
—the mind of his own country—a mind which 
he learns in time to be much more important 
than his own private mind—is a mind which 
changes, and that this change is a 1 development 
which abandons nothin; en route, which does 
not superannuate_ either _ Shakespeare, or 
Homer, or the rock drawing of the Magda- 
lenian draughtsmen. That this development, 


refinement perhaps, complication certainly, is 


not, from the point of view of the _artist, , any . 
improvement. Perhaps not even an improve- 
ment from the point of view of the psycholo- 
gist or not to the extent which we imagine; 
perhaps only in the end based upon a com- 
plication in economics and machinery. But 
the difference between the present and the past— 
is that the conscious present is an awareness 
of | flies past in a way and to an_extent_ 
which the past’s awareness of itself cannot. 


show. 


ee 


Some one said: ‘“The dead writers are re- 
mote from us because we know so much more 
than they did.” Precisely, and they are that 
which we know. 
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I am alive to a usual objection to what is 
clearly part of my program for the méféer of 
poetry. The objection is that the doctrine re- 
quires a ridiculous amount of erudition (ped- 
antry), a claim which can be rejected by ap- 
peal to the lives of poets in any pantheon. It 
‘will even be affirmed that much learning dead- 
ens or perverts poetic sensibility. While, how- 
ever, we persist in believing that a poet ought 
to know as much as will not encroach upon 
his necessary receptivity and necessary lazi- 
ness, it is not desirable to confine knowledge 
to whatever can be put into a useful shape 
for examinations, drawing-rooms, or the still 
more pretentious modes of publicity. Some 
can absorb knowledge, the more tardy must 
sweat for it. Shakespeare acquired more es- 
sential history from Plutarch than most men 
could from the whole British Museum. What 
is to be insisted upon is that the poet must 


develop or procure the consciousness_of the 
past and that he should. continue to develop. 


this consciousness ‘throughout his career. 

What “happens. is a continual surrender of 
himself as he is at the moment to something 
which is more valuable. The progress of an 
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artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual 
extinction of personality. 

There remains to define this process of de- 
personalization _and | its relation to the sense 
of tradition. It is in this depersonalization 
that art may be said to approach the condition 
of science. I shall, therefore, invite you to 
consider, as a suggestive analogy, the action 
which takes place when a bit of finely filiated 
platinum is introduced into a chamber con- 


taining oxygen and sulphur dioxide. 


II 


Honest criticism and sensitive appreciation 
are directed not upon the poet but upon the 
poetry. If we attend to the confused cries 
of the newspaper critics and the susurrus of 
popular repetition that follows, we shall hear 
the names of poets in great numbers; if we 
seek not Blue-book knowledge but the enjoy- 
ment of poetry, and ask for a poem, we shall 
seldom find it. In the last article I tried to 
point out the importance of the relation of 
the poem to other poems by other authors, and 
suggested the concep on of poctry 28.2 ving 
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whole of all the poetry that has ever been . 
written. The other aspect of this Impersonal 
theory of poetry is the relation of the poem 
to its author. And I hinted, by an analogy, 
that the mind of the mature poet differs from 
that of the immature one not precisely in any. 
valuation of “‘personality,’ not being neces- 
Sauy more interesting, or having “more to 
say,” but tather by being a more re finely oe 


feelings are at liberty to ance ‘into 1 new _com- _ 
binations. 

RAC ‘The analogy was that of the catalyst. 
‘When the two gases previously mentioned are 
| mixed in the presence of a filament of plati- 

$ «spam they form sulphurous acid. This com- 

ane |) bipetion takes place only if the platinum is 
ences nevertheless the newly formed acid 
ee contains no trace of platinum, and the plati- 
ip ue itself is apparently unaffected; has re- 

ee kif gained inert, neutral, and unchanged. The 
\¥ mind of the poet is the shred of platinum. 
cf It may partly or exclusively operate upon the 
experience of the man himself; but, the more 
perfect the artist, the more completely separate 
in him will be the man who suffers and the 
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mind which creates; the more perfectly will 
the mind digest and transmute the passions 
which are its material. 

The experience, you will notice, the elements 
which enter the presence of the transforming 
catalyst, are of two kinds: emotions and feel- 
ings. The effect of a work of art upon the 
person who enjoys it is an experience different 
in kind from any experience not of art. It 
may be formed out of one emotion, or may 
be a combination of several; and various feel- 
ings, inhering for the writer in particular 
words or phrases or images, may be added to 
compose the final result. Or great poetry may 
be made without the direct use of any emo- 
tion whatever: composed out of feelings solely. 
Canto XV of the Inferno (Brunetto Latini) 
is a working up of the emotion evident in the 
situation; but the effect, though single as that 
of any work of art, is obtained by considerable 
complexity of detail. The last quatrain gives 
an image, a feeling attaching to an image, 
which “came,” which did not develop simply 
out of what precedes, but which was probably 
in suspension in the poet’s mind until the 
proper combination arrived for it to add itself 
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to. The poet’s mind is in fact a receptacle 
for seizing and storing up numberless feelings, 
phrases, images, which remain there until all 
the particles which can unite to form a new 
compound are present together. 

If you compare several representative pas- 
sages of the greatest poetry you see how great 
is the variety of types of combination, and 
also how completely any semi-ethical criterion 
of ‘“‘sublimity” misses the mark. For it is not 
the “greatness,” the intensity, of the emotions, 
the components, but the intensity of the artis- 
tic process, the pressure, so to speak, under 
which the fusion takes place, t that counts. The 
episode of Paolo and Francesca employs a defi- 
nite emotion, but the intensity of the poetry 
is something quite different from whatever in- 
tensity in the supposed experience it may give 
the impression of. It is no more intense, fur- 
thermore, than Canto XXVI, the voyage of 
Ulysses, which has not the direct dependence 
upon an emotion. Great variety is possible 
in the process of transmution of emotion: the 
murder of Agamemnon, or the agony of 
Othello, gives an artistic effect apparently 
closer to a possible original than the scenes 
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from Dante. In the Agamemnon, the artistic 
emotion approximates to the emotion of an 
actual spectator; in Othello to the emotion 
of the protagonist himself. But the difference 
between art and the event is always absolute; 
the combination which is the murder of Aga- 
memnon is probably as complex as that which 
is the voyage of Ulysses. In either case there 
has been a fusion of elements. The ode of 
Keats contains a number of feelings which 
have nothing particular to do with the night- 
ingale, but which the nightingale, partly, per- 
haps, because of its attractive name, and partly 
because of its reputation, served to bring to- 
gether. 

The point of view which I am struggling 
to attack is perhaps related to the metaphysi- 
cal theory of the substantial unity of the soul: 
for my meaning is, that the poet has, not a 

“personality” to express, but a particular me- — 
dium, which is only a medium and. not a per-_ 
sonality, in “which impressions. and _experiences 
combine in ‘peculiar. and _unexpected__ways. 
Impressions and experiences which are impor- 
tant for the man may take no place in the 
poetry, and those which become important in 
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the poetry may play quite a negligible part in 
the man, the personality. 

I will quote a passage which is unfamiliar 
enough to be regarded with fresh attention 
in the light—or darkness—of these observa- 
tions: 

And now methinks I could e’en chide myself 
For doating on her beauty, though her death 
Shall be revenged after no common action. 
Does the silkworm expend her yellow labors 
For thee? For thee does she undo herself ? 
Are lordships sold to maintain ladyships 
For the poor benefit of a bewildering minute ? 
Why does yon fellow falsify highways, 
And put his life between the judge’s lips, 


To refine such a thing—keeps horse and men 
To beat their valors for her? . . 


In this passage (as is evident if it is taken 
in its context) there is a combination of posi- 
tive and negative emotions: an intensely strong 
attraction toward beauty and an equally in- 
tense fascination by the ugliness which is con- 
trasted with it and which destroys it. This 
balance of contrasted emotion is in the dra- 
matic situation to which the speech is perti- 
nent, but that situation alone is inadequate to 
it. This is, so to speak, the structural emo- 
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tion, provided by the drama. But the whole 
effect, the dominant tone, is due to the fact 
that a number of floating feelings, having an 
affinity t o this emotion by no means super- 
ficially evident, have combined with it to give 
lista new artemotion: “5 | ya).2) daan, 

~~ Tt is not in his personal emotions, the emo- 
tions provoked by particular events in his life, 
that the poet is in any way remarkable or in- 
teresting. His particular emotions may be 
simple, or crude, or flat. The emotion in his 
poetry will be a very complex thing, but not 
with the complexity of the emotions of people 
who have very complex or unusual emotions 
in life. One error, in fact, of eccentricity in 
poetry is to seek for new human emotions to 
express: and in this search for novelty in the 
wrong place it discovers the perverse. The 
business of the poet is not to find new emo- 
, tions, but to use the ordinary ones and, in work- 
ing them up into poetry, to express feelings 
which are not in actual emotions at all, And 
emotions which he has never experienced will 
serve his turn as well as those familiar to him. 
Consequently, we must believe that “emotion 
recollected in tranquillity” is an inexact form- 
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ula. For it is neither emotion, nor recollec- 
tion, nor, without distortion of meaning, tran- 
quillity. It is a concentration, and a new 
thing resulting from the concentration, of a 
very great number of experiences which to the 
practical and active person would not seem 
to be experiences at all; it is a concentration 
which does not happen consciously or of de- 
liberation. These experiences are not “‘rec- 
ollected,” and they finally unite in an atmos- 
phere which is “tranquil” only in that it is 
a passive attending upon the event. Of course 
this is not quite the whole story. There is a 
great deal, in the writing of poetry, which 
must be conscious and deliberate. In fact, the 
bad poet is usually unconscious where he ought 
to be conscious, and conscious where he ought 
to be unconscious. Both errors tend to make 
him “personal,” Poetry is not a turning loose 
of emotion, but an escape from emotion; it 
is not the expression of personality, but an 
escape from personality... But, of course, only 
those who have personality and emotions know 
what it means to want to escape from these 
things. 
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This essay proposes to halt at the frontier 
of metaphysics or mysticism, and confine itself 
to such practical conclusions as can be applied 
by the responsible person interested in poetry. 
To divert interest from the poet to the poetry 
is a laudable aim: for it would conduce to a 
juster estimation of actual poetry, good and 
bad. There are many people who appreciate 
the expression of sincere emotion in verse, and 
there is a smaller number of people who can 
appreciate technical excellence. But very few 
know when_there is expression of ségnificant 
emotion, emotion which has its life in the poem 
and r not in the history of the poet. The emo- 
tion of art is impersonal. And the poet cannot 


reach this impersonality w without thout surrendering 


himself wholly to the work to be done. And 
ke is not likely to know what is to be done 
unless he lives in what is not merely the pres- 
ent, but the present moment of the past, unless 
he is conscious, not of what is dead, but of 


what is already living. 
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Some people have one hobby and some an- 
other. Mine is studying the utterances of the 
Intelligentsia—a word by which those who 
think that they exhibit the latest aspect of 
mind designate themselves. I like to hear what 
our “young people” say, and to read what they 
write; for, though they are not meek, they 
will, at least in a temporal sense, inherit the 
earth—and one is always interested in heirs. 
So much depends upon them. 

Not long ago, progressive thinkers organized 
a public dinner in order to consult together 
for the welfare of the Republic. The marks 
of a progressive thinker are profound pessi- 
mism with regard to the past and infinite hope 

1Originally published under this title in the Atlantic 
Monthly, January, 1921; reprinted as the title-essay of 
The Genius of America in 1923; and here reprinted by 
permission of the publishers, Charles Scribner’s Sons. It 
is to be regretted that it has not been possible to include an- 


other essay in that volume, “The Point of View in Ameri- 
can Criticism,” in the present collection. 
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with regard to the future. Such a thinker 
was the toastmaster. Now, a thoughtful and 
progressive pessimist is a joy forever. He says 
for the rest of us those bitter things about 
history and society which we all feel at times, 
but hesitate to utter, not being so certain that 
we possess the antidote. I had long surmised 
that this was not the best possible of worlds, 
whether one considered it in its present 
drunken and reeling state, or whether one 
peered backward, through stratum after 
stratum of wrecked enterprises, into its ini- 
quitous and catastrophic antiquity. Accord- 
ingly, I felt a kind of rich, tragic satisfaction 
when this toastmaster, in a ten-minute intro- 
duction, reviewed the entire history of the 
world from the time of the Cave Man to the 
time of the Treaty of Versailles, and con- 
cluded with a delightfully cheerful smile:— 

“Up to date civilization has been a failure. 
Life is tolerable only as a preparation for a 
state which neither we nor our sons shall enter. 
We shall all die in the desert,” he continued, 
as the gloom thickened to emit the perorational 
flash; “but let us die like Moses, with a look 
into the Promised Land.” 
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Then he began to call upon his associates in 
the organization of progress. 

Nine-tenths of the speakers were, as is cus- 
tomary on such occasions, of the sort that ed- 
itors include when they arrange a series of 
articles called ‘Builders of Contemporary Civ- 
ilization.”” They were the men who get cathe- 
drals begun, and make universities expand, leg- 
islatures vote, armies fight, money circulate, 
commodities exchange, and grass grow two 
blades for one. They spoke in a businesslike 
way of eliminating waste and introducing 
efficiency, of tapping unused resources here, 
of speeding up production there, of facilitating 
communications somewhere else. Except for 
the speeches of the bishop and the university 
president, the discourses had to my ear a some- 
what mechanical twang. Yet one could not 
but approve and feel braced by the leading 
idea running through them all, which was to 
extend the control of man over nature and 
the control of a creative reason over man. All 
the speakers—engineer, banker, and farmer, no 
less than clergyman and educator—seemed to 
have their eyes fixed on some standard, which 
some internal passion for improvement urged 


230 


The National Genius 


them to approximate, or to attain. I couldn’t 
help thinking how Franklin would have ap- 
plauded the spirit of his posterity. 

When, as I thought, the programme was 
completed, they had substituted for the present 
machinery of society a new outfit of the 1950 
model, or perhaps of a still later date. The 
country, under intensive cultivation, looked 
like a Chinese garden. The roads, even in the 
spring of the year, were not merely navigable 
but Fordable. Something had happened to the 
great smoke-producing cities, so that Chicago, 
for instance, shone like a jewel in clear air and 
sunlight. High in the heavens, innumerable 
merchant vessels, guarded by aerial dread- 
naughts, were passing in continuous flight 
across the Gulf to South America. Produc- 
tion had been so enormously increased by the 
increased expertness, health, and sobriety of 
the producers, that a man could go to market 
with only a handful of silver in his pocket 
and return with bread and butter enough for 
himself and his wife, and perhaps a couple of 
biscuits for his dog. Every one of the teem- 
ing population, alow and aloft, male and 
female, was at work in uniform, a rifle and a 
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wireless field-telephone within easy reach; for 
every one was both an expert workman and a 
soldier. But no one was fighting. Under the 
shield of that profound “preparedness,” the 
land enjoyed uninterrupted peace and prosper- 
ity. 

Perhaps I dreamed some of this. The 
speeches were long. 

When I returned to a condition of critical 
consciousness, the toastmaster was introducing 
the last speaker as follows: “We have now 
provided for all matters of first-rate impor- 
tance. But we have with us one of the lit- 
erary leaders of the younger generation. I 
am going to call upon him to say a word for 
the way the man of the new Republic will ex- 
press himself after he has been fed and clothed 
and housed. I shall ask him to sketch a place 
in our programme of democratic progress for 
art, music, literature, and the like—in short, 
for the superfluous things.” 

That phrase, ‘““The superfluous things,” rang 
in my ear like a gong: not because it was new, 
but because it was old; because it struck a 
nerve sensitive from repeated striking; because 
it really summed up the values of art for this 
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representative group of builders; because it 
linked itself up with a series of popularly con- 
trasted terms—practical and liberal studies, 
business English and literary English, useful 
and ornamental arts, valuable and graceful 
accomplishments, necessaries and luxuries of 
life, chemists and professors of English, and 
so on ad infinitum. I myself was a professor 
of superfluous things, and therefore, a super- 
fluous professor. As I turned this uncomfort- 
able thought over in my mind, it occurred to 
me that things are superfluous only with ref- 
erence to particular ends; and that, in a com- 
prehensive plan of preparation for a satisfac- 
tory national life, we might be compelled to 
revise the epithets conventionally applied to 
the arts which express our craving for beauty, 
harmony, happiness. 

Before I had gone far in this train of 
thought, the literary artist was addressing the 
business men. His discourse was so remarka- 
ble, and yet so representative of our most con- 
spicuous group of “‘young people,” that I re- 
produce the substance of it here. 

“The young men of my generation,” he be- 
gan, “propose the emancipation of the arts in 
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America. Before our time, such third-rate 
talents as the country produced were infected, 
by our institutions, and by the multitude, with 
a sense of their Messianic mission. Dominated 
by the twin incubi of Puritanism and Democ- 
racy, they servilely associated themselves with 
political, moral, and social programmes, and 
made beauty a prostitute to utility. Our gen- 
eration of artists has seen through all the sol- 
emn humbug of your plans for the ‘welfare 
of the Republic.’ With a clearer-eyed pes- 
simism than that of our toastmaster, we have 
not merely envisaged the failure of civiliza- 
tion in the past: we have also foreseen its fail- 
ure in the future. 

“We have talked with wiser counselors than 
those pious Philistines, our naive Revolution- 
ary Fathers. George Moore, our great con- 
temporary, tells us that ‘Humanity is a pig- 
sty, where liars, hypocrites, and the obscene 
in spirit congregate: and it has been so since 
the great Jew conceived it, and it will be so 
till the end.’ Leopardi, who in this respect 
was our pioneer, declares that ‘all things else 
being vain, disgust of life represents all that 
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is substantial and real in the life of man.’ 
Theodore Dreiser, our profound philosophical 
novelist, views the matter, however, with a 
bit of creative hopefulness. Though God, as 
he has assured us, cares nothing for the pure 
in heart, yet God does offer a ‘universe-eating 
career to the giant,’ recking not how the life- 
force manifests itself, ‘so long as it achieves 
avid, forceful, artistic expression.’ From serv- 
ing the middle-class American, Flaubert frees 
us, saying, ‘Hatred of the bourgeois is the 
beginning of virtue. Mr. Spingarn, our 
learned theorist, brushes away the critical cob- 
webs of antique poetic doctrine, and gives us 
a clean esthetic basis, by his revelation that 
‘beauty aims neither at morals nor at truth’; 
and that ‘it is not the purpose of poetry to 
further the cause of democracy, or any other 
practical “cause,” any more than it is the pur- 
pose of bridge-building to further the cause 
of Esperanto.’ We have had to import our 
philosophy in fragments from beyond the bor- 
ders of Anglo-Saxonia, and we have had to 
call in the quick Semitic intelligence to piece it 
together. But here it is; and you will recog- 
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nize that it liberates us from Puritanism and 
from Democracy. It emancipates us from 
you! 

“You ask me, perhaps,” continued the 
young representative of American letters, 
“what we intend to do with this new freedom, 
which, as Mr. Ludwig Lewisohn truly says, is 
our ‘central passion.’ Well, we intend ¢o let 
ourselves out. If you press me as to what I 
mean by that, I can refer you to the new psy- 
chology. This invaluable science, developed 
by great German investigators, has recently an- 
nounced, as you possibly know, an epoch-mak- 
ing discovery—namely, that most of the evil in 
the world is due to self-control. To modern in- 
quiry, it appears that what all the moralists, 
especially in Anglo-Saxon countries, have tried 
to curb or to suppress is precisely what they 
should have striven to release. If you wish 
corroboration, let me quote the words of our 
talented English colleague, Mr. W. L. George, 
the novelist, who says, ‘I suspect that it does 
a people no good if its preoccupations find no 
outlet.’ 

“In passing I will remark that Mr. George, 
being an Englishman, shows a certain taint of 
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inherited English Puritanism in defending let- 
ting the people out zn order to do them good. 
From the point of view of the new philosophy, 
letting one’s self out completely and perfectly 
is art, which has no purpose and therefore 
requires no defense. 

“But to return: what are the ‘preoccupa- 
tions’ of the ordinary man? Once more Mr. 
George shall answer for us. ‘A large pro- 
portion of his thoughts run on sex if he is a 
live man.’ French literature proves the point 
abundantly; American literature, as yet, very 
imperfectly and scantily. Consequently, a 
young American desiring to enlarge his sex- 
consciousness must import his fiction from over- 
seas. But our own Mr. Cabell has also be- 
gun to prove the point as well as a foreigner. 
His release of the suppressed life is very 
precious. If he were encouraged, instead of 
being nipped by the frost of a Puritanical cen- 
sorship; if a taste were developed to support 
him, he might do for us what George Moore 
is trying, subterraneously, to do for England. 

“Our own Mr. Dreiser has been so preoc- 
cupied with this subject that he has been 
obliged to neglect a little his logic and his 
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grammar. His thinking, however, runs none 
the less surefootedly to the conclusion reached 
by Mr. George. What does that remorseless 
artist-thinker, Mr. Dreiser, say? He says: 
‘Tt is the desire to enthrone and enhance, by 
every possible detail of ornamentation, com- 
fort, and color,—love, sensual gratification,— 
that man in the main moves, and by that 
alone.’ We do not maintain that Mr. Dreiser 
is a flawless writer. But if, at your leisure, 
you will study that sentence from his latest 
and ripest book, till you discover its subject, 
predicate, and object, and can bridge its 
anacoluthon, and reconcile ‘in the main’ with 
‘by that alone,’ then you will be in a position 
to grasp our leading idea for the future of 
the arts in America.” 

When the young man resumed his seat, there 
was a ripple of applause among the ladies, one 
of whom told me later that she thought the 
speaker’s voice “delicious” and his eyes “‘soul- 
ful.” But I noticed that the bishop was purple 
with suppressed wrath; that the university 
president had withdrawn; while the other 
builders of civilization, notably the business 
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men, were nodding with a kind of patient and 
puzzled resignation. 

In my neighborhood there was a quick little 
buzz of questions: “Will you tell me what all 
that has to do with a program of democratic 
progress?” —“‘What is George Moore trying 
subterraneously to do for England? Is he 
interested in the collieries? I thought he was 
a novelist.’—“He has downright insulted 
them,”’ said my neighbor on the right, ‘don’t 
you think?” 

“Why, no,” I replied, “not exactly. He 
was asked to speak on the superfluous things; 
and he has really demonstrated that they are 
superfluous. After this, don’t you see, the 
builders of civilization can go on with their 
work and not worry about the arts. He has 
told them that beauty is not for them; and 
they will swiftly conclude that they are not 
for beauty. I think he has very honestly ex- 
pressed what our radical young people are 
thinking. They are in revolt. They wish by 
all means to widen the traditional breach be- 
tween the artist and the Puritan.” 

“What do you mean by Puritan?” inquired 
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my friend, as we made our way out of the 
hall together. 

He is a simple-hearted old gentleman who 
doesn’t follow the new literature, but still 
reads Hawthorne and George Eliot. 

“Tevisn’t,” I vexplained,“ ‘what? meanepy 
Puritan that signifies. It is what the young 
people mean. A Puritan for them is any man 
who believes it possible to distinguish between 
good and evil, and who also believes that, hav- 
ing made the distinction, his welfare depends 
upon his furthering the one and curbing the 
other.” 

“But,” cried the old gentleman in some 
heat, ‘“‘in that sense, we are all Puritans. That 
isn’t theological Puritanism. That is scarcely 
even moral Puritanism. It’s just—it’s just 
ordinary horse sense. In that sense, for God’s 
sake, who isn’t a Puritan?” 

I recalled an old case that I thought would 
illustrate the present situation. “There was 
Judge Keeling,” I said, ‘in Charles the Sec- 
ond’s time. Judge Keeling put Bunyan in 
jail for failing to use the Book of Common 
Prayer, and similar misdemeanors. In the 
reign of the same Defender of the Faith, two 
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merry wits and poets of his court became 
flown with wine and, stripping themselves 
naked, ran through the streets, giving a healthy 
outlet to their suppressed selves in songs of a 
certain sort. The constable, an ordinary Eng- 
lish Puritan, so far misunderstood the spiritual 
autonomy which the artist should enjoy, that 
he arrested the two liberators of art. When, 
however, the news reached Judge Keeling, he 
released the young men and laid the constable 
by the heels; which, as Pepys,—himself a 
patron of the arts, yet a bit of a Puritan,— 
as Pepys remarked, was a ‘horrid shame.’ 
Now Judge Keeling, I think our own young 
people would admit, was not a Puritan, even 
in the latest sense of the term.” 

“But those Restoration fellows,” replied my 
friend,—“‘Keeling and the wits and the rest 
of them,—they were opposing the sense of the 
whole English nation. They made no head- 
way. No one took them seriously. They all 
disappeared like gnats in a snowstorm. When 
the central current of English life had done 
its scouring work, people thought of your two 
poets as mere stable-boys of the Restoration. 
Surely you don’t think our democratic young 
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people are so silly as to imitate them? We 
have no merry monarch to reward them. 
What do they gain by setting themselves 
against the common sense?” 

“Notoriety,” I said, ‘which is as sweet un- 
der a republican as under a monarchical form 
of government. I used to think that to insult 
the common sense and always to be speaking 
contemptuously of the ‘bourgeoisie,’ implied 
sycophancy, either to a corrupt and degenerate 
aristocracy, or to a peculiarly arrogant and 
atheistical lowest class. But our ‘democratic 
young people,’ as you call them, preserve and 
foster this artistic snobbishness as a form of 
self-expression. 

“When Mr. Dreiser declares that God cares 
nothing for the Ten Commandments or for the 
pure in heart, he really means that inanimate 
nature cares nothing for them, and that the 
animal kingdom and he and the heroes of his 
books follow nature. But he denies a faith 
which, in some fifty millions of native Ameri- 
cans survives the decay of dogma, and some- 
how in attenuated form, keeps the country 
from going wholly to the dogs. For, of course, 
if it were demonstrable that God had aban- 
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doned a charge so important, plain men of 
sense would quietly assume responsibility and 
‘carry on’ in his stead.” 

“I quite agree with you,” said the old gen- 
tleman; “but as I am not acquainted with the 
author you mention and am just completing 
my third reading of Middlemarch, I will turn 
in here. Good-night.” 

I went on down the street, resuming, unac- 
companied, the more difficult part of my med- 
itation on the place of the fine arts in a pro- 
gramme of democratic progress, and internally 
debating with the young man who had caused 
such a sensation at dinner. Having made this 
general acknowledgment of his inspiration, I 
shall not attempt to reproduce our dialogue; 
for I found that he simply repeated the main 
points of his speech, and interrupted my com- 
ment upon it. 

When Mr. Spingarn, who, as a man, is con- 
cerned with truth, morals, and democracy, and 
has a personal record of civil and military 
service—-when Mr. Spingarn, as an esthetic 
theorist, declares that beauty is not concerned 
with truth or morals or democracy, he makes 
a philosophical distinction which I have no 
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doubt that Charles the Second would have un- 
derstood, approved, and could, at need, have 
illustrated. But he says what the American 
schoolboy knows to be false to the history of 
beauty in this country. By divorcing, in his 
super-subtle Italian fashion, form from sub- 
stance, he has separated beauty from her tra- 
ditional associates in American letters, and so 
has left her open to seduction. 

Beauty, whether we like it or not, has a 
heart full of service. Emancipated, she will 
still be seeking some vital activity. You have 
heard how the new writers propose to employ 
her new leisure: in extending the ordinary 
man’s preoccupation with sex. We don’t, you 
will observe, by the emancipation of the arts 
from service to truth, morals, and democracy 
—we don’t obtain a “disinterested” beauty. 
We obtain merely a beauty with different in- 
terests—serving “sensual gratification” and 
propagating the curiously related doctrine that 
God cares nothing for the Ten Commandments 
or for the pure in heart. 

We arrive finally at some such comprehen- 
sive formulation of relationships as this: It is 
the main function of art to deny what it is the 
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main function of truth, morals, and democracy 
to affirm. Our speaker for the younger gen- 
eration has made all this so clear that I sus- 
pect the bishop is going home resolved to take 
music out of his churches. The university 
president is perhaps deciding to replace his 
professor of Italian painting by an additional 
professor of soil-fertility. As for the captains 
of industry, they can hardly be blamed if they 
mutter among themselves: “May the devil fly 
away with the fine arts! Let’s get back to 
business.” 

It is to be hoped, nevertheless, that the devil 
will not fly away with the fine arts or the fine 
artists, or with our freshly foot-loose and wan- 
dering beauty; for the builders of civilization 
have need of them. If the young people were 
not misled by more or less alien-spirited guides, 
the national genius itself would lead them into 
a larger life. 

When our forefathers, whom it is now cus- 
tomary to speak of as “grim,” outlined their 
programme for a new republic, though they had 
many more immediately pressing matters on 
their minds, they included among objects to be 
safeguarded, indeed, among the inalienable 
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rights of mankind, “the pursuit of happiness.” 
It appears that they, like ourselves, had some 
dim idea that the ultimate end of their prepa- 
ration was, not to fight the English or the 
savages or the wilderness, but to enjoy, they 
or their posterity, some hitherto unexperienced 
felicity. That, at heart, was what sustained 
them under the burdens and heats of a pioneer- 
ing civilization, through those years when they 
dispensed with such ingredients of happiness 
as musical comedy and moving pictures, and 
when the most notable piece of imagist verse 
was Franklin’s proverb, “It is hard for an 
empty sack to stand upright’’—a one-line poem 
of humor, morality, insight, and imagination 
all compact. 

We, too, entertain, we ordinary puritanical 
Americans, some shadowy notions of a time, 
when, at more frequent intervals than now, 
men shall draw in a delighted breath and cry, 
“Oh, that this moment might endure forever!” 
We believe in this far-off time, because, at 
least once or twice in a lifetime, each of us 
experiences such a moment, or, feeling the wind 
of its retreating wing, knows that it has just 
gone by. It may have been in the spell-bound 

246 


The National Genius 


glow of some magical sunset, or at the sound 
of a solemn music, or in the sudden apprehen- 
sion of a long-sought truth, or at the thrill and 
tightening of resolution in, some crisis, or in 
the presence of some fair marble image of a 
thought that keeps its beauty and serenity 
while we fret and fade. It may even have 
been at some vision, seen in the multitude of 
business, of a new republic revealed to the trav- 
eling imagination, like a shining city set on a 
hill in the flash of a midnight storm. Till life 
itself yields such moments less charily, it is 
incumbent upon the artist to send them as 
often as he can. 

There came among us in war time an Eng- 
lish poet whose face was as sad as his who 
from the Judecca climbed to see again delle 
cose belle che porta il ciel—the sky-borne 
beauty of the stars. He had been where his 
countrymen, fighting with incredible heroism, 
had suffered one of the most heart-breaking 
and bloody defeats in English history. His 
memory was seared with remembrance of the 
filth, waste, wounds, and screaming lunacy 
of the battle-front to which he was about to 
return. When some one asked him to write 
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his name in a volume of his poems, he inscribed 
below it this line of his own verse :— 


The days that make us happy make us wise. 


Why these days? Because in them we learn 
the final object of all our preparation. These 
days serve us as measures of the success of our 
civilization. 

The ultimate reason for including the 
“superfluous things’”—art, music, literature— 
in a plan of national preparation is that, 
rightly used, they are both causes and conse- 
quences of happiness. They are the seed and 
the fruit of that fine and gracious and finished 
national life towards which we aspire. When 
the body is fed and sheltered, there remain to 
be satisfied—as what Puritan does not know? 
—the inarticulate hungers of the heart, to 
which all the arts are merely some of the min- 
isters. Other ministers are religion, morality, 
patriotism, science, truth. It is only by har- 
monious codperation that they can ever hope 
to satisfy the whole heart, the modern heart, 
with its ever-widening range of wakened hun- 
gers. It is certainly not by banishing or ig- 
noring the austerer ministers, and making 
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poetry, painting, and music perform a Franco- 
Turkish dance of sensual invitation—it is not 
thus that the artist should expect to satisfy 
a heart as religious, as moral, and as demo- 
cratic as the American heart is, by its bitterest 
critics, declared to be. 

“Art is expression,” says the learned theorist 
of the young people, “‘and poets succeed or fail 
by their success or failure in completely ex- 
pressing themselves.” Let us concede that the 
poet who expresses completely what is in him 
by a hymn to the devil is as perfect an artist 
as a poet who expresses what is in him by the 
Iliad. Then let us remark that the poet who 
hymns the devil, the devil is likely to fly away 
with. And let us add as rapidly as possible 
a little series of neglected truisms. An artist 
is a man living in society. A great artist is 
a great man living in a great society. When 
a great artist expresses himself completely, it 
is found invariably that he has expressed, not 
merely himself, but also the dominant thought 
and feeling of the men with whom he lives. 
Mr. Spingarn, indeed, indirectly admits the 
point when he says: “If the ideals they [the 
poets] express are not the ideals we admire 
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most, we must blame, not the poets, but our- 
selves; in the world where morals count, we 
have failed to give them the proper materials 
out of which to rear a nobler edifice.” (Italics 
mine.) This seems to mean that society is re- 
sponsible for the artist, even if the artist is 
not responsible to society. Society gives him, 
as a man, what, as an artist, he expresses. 

I have perhaps hinted here and elsewhere 
my suspicion that Mr. Dreiser, a capital illus- 
trative example, is not a great novelist, be- 
cause, though living in a great society, he does 
not express or represent its human character- 
istics, but confines himself to an exhibition of 
the habits and traits of animals. Is it that 
we have not given him materials to rear a 
nobler edifice? That which we—that is, so- 
clety—can give to a novelist is the molding 
and formative influence of the national temper 
and character. What have we given to Mr. 
Dreiser? What, in short, are the dominant 
traits of the national genius? I am delighted 
to discover in Mr. Dreiser’s latest book that 
he himself knows pretty well what the national 
genius is, how it has manifested itself in re- 
ligion and politics, and how it is nourished 
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and sustained by ancient traditions and strong 
racial proclivities. I like to agree with our 
young people when I can. When I find one 
of them testifying, contrary to their custom, 
that America does now possess a powerful 
national culture, I like to applaud his discern- 
ment. It is a pleasure to make amends for 
my disparagement of Mr. Dreiser as a novel- 
ist, by illustrating his critical ability with 
these words of his on the national genius:— 

“No country in the world (at least, none 
that I know anything about) has such a pecul- 
iar, such a seemingly fierce determination to 
make the Ten Commandments work. It would 
be amusing, if it were not pitiful, their faith 
in these binding religious ideals. I have never 
been able to make up my mind whether this 
springs from the zealotry of the Puritans who 
landed at Plymouth Rock, or whether it is 
rooted in the soil . . . or whether it is a prod- 
uct of the Federal Constitution, compounded 
by such idealists as Paine and Jefferson and 
Franklin and the more or less religious and 
political dreamers of the preconstitutional 
days. Certain it is that no such profound 
moral idealism animated the French in Can- 
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ada, the Dutch in New York, the Swedes in 
New Jersey, or the mixed French and English 
in the extreme South and New Orleans.” 
(Italics mine.) 

I know how differently ou® young people 
feel; but, to my thinking, a national genius 
animated by an incomparably profound moral 
idealism does not seem such a contemptible 
molding and formative influence for an artist 
to undergo. English-speaking poets, from 
Spenser to Walt Whitman, have grown great 
under the influence of such an environing spirit. 
At any rate, if the great artist, in expressing 
himself, expresses also the society of which 
he is a part, it should seem to follow, like a 
conclusion in geometry, that a great American 
artist must express the ‘“‘profound moral ideal- 
ism” of America. To rail against it, to lead 
an insurrection against it, is to repeat the folly 
of the Restoration wits. If in this connection 
one may use a bit of the American language, 
it is to ‘“‘buck” the national genius; and this 
is an enterprise comparable with bucking a 
stone wall. On the other hand to acknowledge 
the leadership of the national genius, to sub- 
ject one’s self to its influence, to serve it ac- 
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cording to one’s talents, to find beautiful and 
potent forms to express its working—this is to 
ally one’s self with the general creative effort 
of the country in all fields of activity; this is 
to be in a benign conspiracy with one’s time 
and place, and to be upborne by the central 
stream of tendency. 

There is small place for Bohemia in demo- 
cratic art. J sometimes wonder with what 
spiritual refugees, under what rafters, those 
poets and novelists live who are so anxious to 
secede from the major effort of their country- 
men. For their own sakes one wishes that 
they might cultivate acquaintance with our 
eminent “builders of civilization.” The good 
that I should expect from this contact is a 
vision of the national life, a sense of the 
national will, which are usually possessed in 
some degree by those Americans, whatever 
their esthetic deficiencies, who bear the bur- 
den of the state, or are widely conversant with 
its business, or preside over its religious, moral, 
or educational undertakings. I do not intend 
in the least to suggest that the artist should 
become propagandist or reformer, or that he 
should go to the bishop or the statesman for 
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a commission, though I believe that Leonardo 
and Michael Angelo did some very tolerable 
things under direct inspiration of that nature. 
What one feels is rather that intercourse with 
such men might finally create in our artistic 
secessionists a consciousness of the ignobility 
of their aims. For in America it will be found 
more and more that the artist who does not 
in some fashion concern himself with truth, 
morals, and democracy, is unimportant, is ig- 
noble. 

In an unfinished world, where religion has 
become so largely a matter of traditional sen- 
timents and observances, poetry has a work 
to do, poetry of any high seriousness. Our 
critics and poets of vision have long since rec- 
ognized what that work is. “I said to Bryant 
and to these young people,” wrote Emerson in 
his journal many years ago, “that the high 
poetry of the world from the beginning has 
been ethical, and it is the tendency of the ripe 
modern mind to produce it.”—“T hate litera- 
ture,” said Whitman, perhaps over-emphati- 
cally expressing the traditional American dis- 
dain for art in its merely decorative and recre- 
ative aspects. “Literature is big only in one 
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way, when used as an aid in the growth of the 
humanities.” Our young people, of course, 
will exclaim that these are typical utterances 
of our New England Puritanism, fatal to the 
arts; but, as a matter of fact, this Puritanism 
is of a sort that the New Englanders shared 
with Plato and Aristotle, who have not been 
fatal to the arts. When Emerson said, 
“Honor every truth by use,” he expressed, I 
think, what Socrates would have approved, 
and at the same time he spoke in fullest accord 
with the national genius, ever driving at prac- 
tice, ever pressing towards the fulfillment of 
its vision. 

Why should a spokesman for Zelles-letires, 
bred in the national tradition, hesitate to go 
before a group of ‘“‘practical’’ men and talk to 
them, unashamed, of the “utilities” of artistic 
expression? He may borrow a figure from 
the economist, and declare that the poet “so- 
cializes’” the spiritual wealth of the country. 
Art is rooted in social instinct, in a desire to 
communicate goods to others, to share one’s 
private experience and anticipations. It is the 
spontaneous overflow of thoughts and feelings 
which one cannot consume alone. “Full of 
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the common joy,” says Donne, “I_uttered 
some.” This is your true and unassailable 
communism. When Saint Gaudens, having 
conceived his heroic and inspiring image of 
Colonel Shaw leading his colored troops, sets 
it up on Boston Common, it becomes common 
property; and the loafer in the park, the stu- 
dent, the hurrying merchant, the newsboy, are 
equal sharers in its commemoration and in- 
spiration. A village poet with an ethical bent 
makes this thought sing :— 


When duty whispers low, “Thou must,” 
The youth replies, “I can,”— 


and he has slipped a spiritual gold-piece into 
the palm of each of his fellow countrymen. 
This is wealth really distributed. It would 
Gecervedvctecacos ae See and business 
men if some spiritual economist would remind 
them more frequently that the wealth of a 
community is in proportion to the number of 
such ideas that it has in common. 


many means are now discussed for awakening 


national pride and attaching the affections of 


the people to the state; conspicuous among _ 
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them are, or were, Liberty Bonds, nationaliza- 
tion of the railroads, and universal military 
service. Robert Burns and Sir Walter did 
the work more simply and cheaply for Scot- 
land. It has never been hard for the native- 


born American to hold America “first” in 


ee affairs; but musicians as such, ut_musicians as such, paint- 


efs_as- uch, n _men ‘of letters as such, cann letters as such, cannot, 


Reon straining 1 the meaning of the word, 
sucha iemammak = Agee ute iA 


itself as adequately, as nobly, in music, paint- 
ing, and literature, as it _has, on the whole, 
in the great political crises. Irving, at the 
beginning of the last century, worked with a 
clear understanding of our deficiencies when 
he wrote his Rip Van Winkle and other 
legends of the Hudson Valley, with the avowed 
purpose “‘to clothe home scenes and places and 
familiar names with those imaginative and 
whimsical associations so seldom met with in 
our new country, but which live like charms 
and spells about the cities of the Old World, 
binding the heart of the native inhabitant to 
his home.” 

You may persuade all men to buy Liberty 
Bonds or to invest in the stock of nationalized 
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railroads, or you may legislate them into the 
army; but you cannot dragoon them into cry- 
ing, “O beautiful, my country!” That is the 
work of the poets, who have entwined their 
loyalty with their heart-strings. That is the 
work of the artists, who have made their Amer- 
icanism vital, devout, affectionate. ‘“‘How can 
our love increase,” asks Thoreau, ‘‘unless_our 
loveliness increases also?’ A_good question 
for “Americanizers” to meditate upon. It 
would benefit both public men and artists if 
some one reminded them more frequently that 
one of the really important tasks of national 
preparation is to draw out and express in forms 
of appealing beauty, audible as poetry or 
music, visible as painting or sculpture, the pur- 
pose and meaning of this vast half-articulate 
land, so that our hosts of new and unlearned 
citizens may come to understand her as they 
understand the divine compassion—by often 
kneeling before some shrine of the Virgin. 
When art _becomes thus informed with the 
larger li life of the country, it vitalizes and gives 
_permanency 1 to the national ial ideals. Tt trans- 
mits the hope and ‘courage and | aspiration of 
one generation to the next, with the emotional 
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glow and color undiminished and unimpaired. 
If we receive and cherish the tradition, our 
imaginative experience transcends the span of 
our natural lives. We live in the presence, as 
Burke declared, of our ‘‘canonized’’ forefathers 
and in a kind of reverent apprehension of our 
posterity, happily conscious of a noble and 
distinguished national thought and feeling, 
“above the vulgar practice of the hour.” 
Precisely because Lincoln had communed 
intimately with the national genius and obeyed 
devoutly its promptings, America ceases, in 
some passages of his letters and speeches, to be 
a body politic and becomes a living soul. Who 
was it wrote that letter to Mrs. Bixby on the 
loss of her five sons in battle? “I cannot re- 
frain from tendering to you the consolation 
that may be found in the thanks of the Re- 
public that they died to save. I pray that our 
Heavenly Father may assuage the anguish of 
your bereavement, and leave you only the cher- 
ished memory of the loved and lost, and the 
solemn pride that must be yours to have laid 
so costly a sacrifice upon the altar of freedom.” 
The words are thrilling still with the pathos 
and splendor of patriotic death. They seem 
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charged with the tears and valor of the whole 
Civil War. To speak like that of death is to 
unfold the meaning of the Latin verse: Dulce 
et decorum est pro patria mori. It is to hallow 
the altar on which the sacrifice is made. One 
can hardly read the letter through with dry 
eyes; and yet reading it makes one very happy. 
It makes one happy because it renders one in 
imagination a sharer of that splendid sacrifice, 
that t solemn pride, that divine consolation. It 
makes one happy because it uplifts the heart 
and purges it of private interests, and admits 
one into the higher, and more spacious, and 
grander life of the nation. For my purposes I 
am not writing an anti-climax when I say that 
it makes one happy because it is the perfect 
expression of a deep, grave, and noble emotion, 
which is the supreme triumph of the expressive 
arts. It is the work “of @ great artist. Was it 
Lincoln? Or was T 
dreams? It was the voice of the true eman- 
cipator of our art, who will always understand 
that his task is not to set Beauty and Puritan- 
ism at loggerheads, but to make Puritanism 
beautiful. 
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By H. L. MENCKEN 


/ 


Nearty all the discussions of criticism that I 
am acquainted with start off with a false as- 
sumption, to wit, that the primary motive of 
the critic, the impulse which makes a critic of 
him instead of, say, a politician, or a stock- 
broker, is pedagogical—that he writes because 
he is possessed by a passion to advance the en- 
lightenment, to put down error and wrong, to 
disseminate some specific doctrine: psychologi- 
cal, epistemological, historical, or esthetic. 
This is true, it seems to me, only of bad critics, 
and its degree of truth increases in direct ratio 
to their badness. The motive of the critic who 
is really worth reading—the only critic of 
whom, indeed, it may be said truthfully that 
it is at all possible to read him, save as an act 
of mental discipline—is something quite dif- 


1 Originally published in the New Republic in 1921; 
reprinted in 1922 in Prejudices, Third Series, and here re- 
printed by special arrangement with Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 
authorized publishers. 
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ferent. That motive is not the motive of the 
pedagogue, but the motive of the artist. It is 
no more and no less than the simple desire 
to function freely and beautifully, to give out- 
ward and objective form to ideas that bubble 
inwardly and have a fascinating lure in them, 
to get rid of them dramatically and make an 
articulate noise in the world. It was for this 
reason that Plato wrote the Republic, and 
for this reason that Beethoven wrote the Ninth 
Symphony, and it is for this reason, to drop 
a million miles, that I am writing the present 
essay. Everything else is afterthought, mock- 
modesty, messianic delusion—in brief, affecta- 
tion and folly. Is the contrary conception of 
criticism widely cherished? Is it almost uni- 
versally held that the thing is a brother to 
jurisprudence, advertising, laparotomy, chau- 
tauqua lecturing and the art of the school- 
marm? ‘Then certainly the fact that it is so 
held should be sufficient to set up an over- 
whelming probability of its lack of truth and 
sense. If I speak with some heat, it is as one 
who has suffered. When, years ago, I devoted 
myself diligently to critical pieces upon the 
writings of Theodore Dreiser, I found that 
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practically every one who took any notice of 
my proceedings at all fell into either one of 
two assumptions about my underlying pur- 
pose: (a) that I had a fanatical devotion for 
Mr. Dreiser’s ideas and desired to propagate 
them, or (2) that I was an ardent patriot, and 
yearned to lift up American literature. Both 
assumptions were false. I had then, and J 
have now, very little interest in many of Mr. 
Dreiser’s main ideas; when we meet, in fact, 
we usually quarrel about them. And I am 
wholly devoid of public spirit, and haven’t the 
least lust to improve American literature; if 
it ever came to what I regard as perfection 
my job would be gone. What, then, was my 
motive in writing about Mr. Dreiser so copi- 
ously? My motive, well known to Mr. 
Dreiser himself and to every one else who 
knew me as intimately as he did, was simply 
and solely to sort out and give coherence to 
the ideas of Mr. Mencken, and to put them 
into suave and ingratiating terms, and to dis- 
charge them with a flourish, and maybe with a 
phrase of pretty song, into the dense fog that 
blanketed the Republic. 

The critic’s choice of criticism rather than 
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of what is called creative writing is chiefly a 
matter of temperament—perhaps, more accu- 
rately of hormones—with accidents of educa- 
tion and environment to help. The feelings 
that happen to be dominant in him at the mo- 
ment the scribbling frenzy seizes him are feel- 
ings inspired, not directly by life itself, but 
by books, pictures, music, sculpture, architec- 
ture, religion, philosophy—in brief, by some 
other man’s feelings about life. They are thus, 
in a sense, secondhand, and it is no wonder 
that creative artists so easily fall into the the- 
ory that they are also second-rate. Perhaps 
they usually are. If, indeed, the critic con- 
tinues on this plane—if he lacks the intellec- 
tual agility and enterprise needed to make the 
leap from the work of art to the vast and mys- 
terious complex of phenomena behind it—then 
they always are, and he remains no more than 
a fugleman or policeman to his betters. But 
if a genuine artist is concealed within him— 
if his feelings are in any sense profound and 
original, and his capacity for self-expression 
is above the average of educated men—then 
he moves inevitably from the work of art to 
life itself, and begins to take on a dignity that 
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he formerly lacked. It is impossible to think 
of a man of any actual force and originality, 
universally recognized as having those quali- 
ties, who spent his whole life appraising and 
describing the work of other men. Did Goethe, 
or Carlyle, or Matthew Arnold, or Sainte- 
Beuve, or Macaulay, or even, to come down 
a few pegs, Lewes, or Lowell, or Hazlitt? 
Certainly not. The thing that becomes most 
obvious about the writings of all such men, 
once they are examined carefully, is that the 
critic is always being swallowed up by the cre- 
ative artist—that what starts out as the re- 
view of a book, or a play, or other work of 
art, usually develops very quickly into an in- 
dependent essay upon the theme of that work 
of art, or upon some theme that it suggests— 
in a word, that it becomes a fresh work of 
art, and only indirectly related to the one that 
suggested it. This fact, indeed, is so plain 
that it scarcely needs statement. What the 
pedagogues always object to in, for example, 
the Quarterly reviewers is that they forgot the 
books they were supposed to review, and wrote 
long papers—often, in fact, small books—ex- 
pounding ideas suggested (or not suggested) 
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by the books under review. Every critic who 
is worth reading falls inevitably into the same 
habit. He cannot stick to his task: what is be- 
fore him is always infinitely less interesting to 
him than what is within him. If he is genu- 
inely first-rate—if what is within him stands 
the test of type, and wins an audience, and 
produces the reactions that every artist craves 
—then he usually ends by abadoning the criti- 
cism of specific works of art altogether, and 
setting up shop as a general merchant in gen- 
eral ideas, z.e., aS an artist working in the 
materials of life itself. 

Mere reviewing, however conscientiously 
and competently it is done, is plainly a much 
inferior business. Like writing poetry, it is 
chiefly a function of intellectual immaturity. 
The young literatus just out of the university, 
having as yet no capacity for grappling with 
the fundamental mysteries of existence, is put 
to writing reviews of books, or plays, or music, 
or painting. Very often he does it extremely 
well; it is, in fact, not hard to do well, for 
even decayed pedagogues often do it, as such 
graves of the intellect as the New York Times 
bear witness. But if he continues to do it, 
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whether well or ill, it is a sign to all the world 
that his growth ceased when they made him 
Artium Baccalaureus. Gradually he becomes, 
whether in or out of the academic grove, a 
professor, which is to say, a man devoted to 
diluting and retailing the ideas of his superiors 
—not an artist, not even a bad artist, but al- 
most the antithesis of an artist. He is learned, 
he is sober, he is painstaking and accurate— 
but he is as hollow as a jug. Nothing is in 
him save the ghostly echoes of other men’s 
thoughts and feelings. If he were a genuine 
artist he would have thoughts and feelings of 
his own, and the impulse to give them objec- 
tive form would be irresistible. An artist can 
no more withstand that impulse than a poli- 
ticlan can withstand the temptations of a job. 
There are no mute, inglorious Miltons, save 
in the hallucinations of poets. The one sound 
test of a Milton is that he functions as a Mil- 
ton. His difference from other men lies pre- 
cisely in the superior vigor of his impulse to 
self-expression, not in the superior beauty and 
loftiness of his ideas. Other men, in point of 
fact, often have the same ideas, or perhaps 
even loftier ones, but they are able to suppress 
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them, usually on grounds of decorum, and so 
they escape being artists, and are respected by 
right-thinking persons, and die with money in 
the bank, and are forgotten in two weeks. 
Obviously, the critic whose performance we 
are commonly called upon to investigate is a 
man standing somewhere along the path lead- 
ing from the beginning that I have described 
to the goal. He has got beyond being a mere 
cataloguer and valuer of other men’s ideas, but 
he has not yet become an autonomous artist 
—he is not yet ready to challenge attention 
with his own ideas alone. But it is plain that 
his motion, in so far as he is moving at all, 
must be in the direction of that autonomy— 
that is, unless one imagines him sliding back- 
ward into senile infantilism: a spectacle not 
unknown to literary pathology, but too pa- 
thetic to be discussed here. Bear this motion 
in mind, and the true nature of his aims and 
purposes becomes clear; more, the incurable 
falsity of the aims and purposes usually cred- 
ited to him becomes equally clear. He is not 
actually trying to perform an impossible act 
of arctic justice upon the artist whose work 
gives him a text. He is not trying with math- 
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ematical passion to find out exactly what was 
in that artist’s mind at the moment of crea- 
tion, and to display it precisely and in an 
ecstasy of appreciation. He is not trying to 
bring the work discussed into accord with some 
transient theory of esthetics, or ethics, or truth, 
or to determine its degree of departure from 
that theory. He is not trying to lift up the 
fine arts, or to defend democracy against sense, 
or to promote happiness at the domestic hearth, 
or to convert sophomores into right-thinkers, 
or toserve God. He is not trying to fit a group 
of novel phenomena into the orderly process 
of history. He is not even trying to discharge 
the catalytic office that I myself, in a romantic 
moment, once sought to force upon him. He 
is, first and last, , simply trying to express him- 
self. He is trying to arrest and challenge a 
sufficient body of readers, t to make them them pay. 
attention to. him, to in impress_tl them_with the— 
charm -and ee of his ideas, to provoke 


for his own inner ego the erateful. feeling of. 
a function performed, a tension relieved, a 


katharsis attained ~ ‘which vhich Wagner achieved 
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when he wrote “Die Walkire,” and a hen 
achieves every time she lays an egg. 

Joseph Conrad is moved by that necessity 
to write romances; Bach was moved to write 
music; poets are moved to write poetry; critics 
are moved to write criticism. The form is 
nothing; the only important thing is the mo- 
tive power, and it is the same in all cases. It 
is the pressing yearning of every man who has 
ideas in him to empty them upon the world, 
to hammer them into plausible and ingratiat- 
ing shapes, to compel the attention and respect 
of his equals, to lord it over his inferiors. So 
seen, the critic becomes a far more transpar- 
ent and agreeable fellow than ever he was in 
the discourses of the psychologists who sought 
to make him a mere appraiser in an intellectual 
customs house, a gauger in a distillery of the 
spirit, a just and infallible judge upon the 
cosmic bench. Such offices, in point of fact, 
never fit him. He always bulges over their 
confines. So labeled and estimated, it inevi- 
tably turns out that the specific critic under 
examination is a very bad one, or no critic 
at all. But when he is thought of, not as 
pedagogue, but as artist, then he begins to take 
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on reality, and, what is more, dignity. Car- 
lyle was surely no just and infallible judge; 
on the contrary, he was full of prejudices, biles, 
naivetés, humors. Yet he is read, consulted, 
attended to. Macaulay was unfair, inaccu- 
rate, fanciful, lyrical—yet his essays live. 
Arnold had his faults too, and so did Sainte- 
Beuve, and so did Goethe, and so did many 
another of that line—and yet they are remem- 
bered to-day, and all the learned and conscien- 
tious critics of their time, laboriously concerned 
with the precise intent of the artists under 
review, and passionately determined to set it 
forth with god-like care and to relate it ex- 
actly to this or that great stream of ideas— 
all these pedants are forgotten. What saved 
Carlyle, Macaulay and company is as plain as 
day. They were first-rate artists. They could 
make the thing charming, and that is always a 
million times more important than making it 
true. 

Truth, indeed, is something that is believed 
in completely only by persons who have never 
tried personally to pursue it to its fastnesses 
and grab it by the tail. It is the adoration 
of second-rate men—men who always receive 
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it at second-hand. Pedagogues believe in im- 
mutable truths and spend their lives trying to 
determine them and propagate them; the in- 
tellectual progress of man consists largely of 
a concerted effort to block and destroy their 
enterprise. Nine times out of ten, in the arts 
as in life, there is actually no truth to be dis- 
covered; there is only error to be exposed. In 
whole departments of human inquiry it seems 
to me quite unlikely that the truth ever wil] 
be discovered. Nevertheless, the rubber-stamp 
thinking of the world always makes the as- 
sumption that the exposure of an error is iden- 
tical with the discovery of the truth—that 
error and truth are simple opposites. They 
are nothing of the sort. What the world turns 
to, when it has been cured of one error, is 
usually simply another error, and maybe one 
worse than the first one. This is the whole 
history of the intellect in brief. The average 
man of to-day does not believe in precisely 
the same imbecilities that the Greek of the 
fourth century before Christ believed in, but 
the things that he does believe in are often 
quite as idiotic. Perhaps this statement is a 
bit too sweeping. There is, year by year, a 
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gradual accumulation of what may be called, 
provisionally, truths—there is a slow accretion 
of ideas that somehow manage to meet all prac- 
ticable human tests, and so survive. But even 
so, it is risky to call them absolute truths. All 
that one may safely say of them is that no 
one, as yet, has demonstrated that they are 
errors. Soon or late, if experience teaches us 
anything, they are likely to succumb too. The 
profoundest truths of the Middle Ages are now 
laughed at by schoolboys. The profoundest 
truths of democracy will be laughed at, a few 
centuries hence, even by school-teachers. 

In the department of esthetics, wherein 
critics mainly disport themselves, it is almost 
impossible to think of a so-called truth that 
shows any sign of being permanently true. 
The most profound of principles begins to fade 
and quiver almost as soon as it is stated. But 
the work of art, as opposed to the theory be- 
hind it, has a longer life, particularly if that 
theory be obscure and questionable, and so 
cannot be determined accurately. Hamlet, 
the Mona Lisa, Faust, Dixie, Parsifal, Mother 
Goose, Annabel Lee, Huckleberry Finn— 
these things, so baffling to pedagogy, so con- 
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tumacious to the categories, so mysterious in 
purpose and utility—these things live. And 
why? Because there is in them the flavor of 
salient, novel and attractive personality, be- 
cause the quality that shines from them is not 
that of correct demeanor but that of creative 
passion, because they pulse and breathe and 
speak, because they are genuine works of art. 
So with criticism. Let us forget all the heavy 
effort to make a science of it; it is a fine art, 
or nothing. If the critic, retiring to his cell 
to concoct his treatise upon a book or play or 
what-not, produces a piece of writing that 
shows sound structure, and brilliant color, and 
the flash of new and persuasive ideas, and civ- 
ilized manners, and the charm of an uncommon 
personality in free function, then he has given 
something to the world that is worth having, 
and sufficiently justified his existence. Is Car- 
lyle’s Frederick true? Who cares? As well 
ask if the Parthenon is true, or the C Minor 
Symphony, or Wiener Blut. Let the critic 
who is an artist leave such necropsies to pro- 
fessors of esthetics, who can no more determine 
the truth than he can, and will infallibly make 
it unpleasant and a bore. 
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It is, of course, not easy to practice this ab- 
stention. Two forces, one within and one 
without, tend to bring even a Hazlitt or a 
Huneker under the campus pump. One is the 
almost universal human susceptibility to mes- 
sianic delusions—the irresistible tendency of 
practically every man, once he finds a crowd 
in front of him, to strut and roll his eyes. The 
other is the public demand, born of such long 
familiarity with pedagogical criticism that no 
other kind is readily conceivable, that the critic 
teach something as well as say something—in 
the popular phrase, that he be constructive. 
Both operate powerfully against his free func- 
tioning, and especially the former. He finds 
it hard to resist the flattery of his customers, 
however little he may actually esteem it. If 
he knows anything at all, he knows that his 
following, like that of every other artist in 
ideas, is chiefly made up of the congenitally 
subaltern type of man and woman—natural 
converts, lodge joiners, me-toos, stragglers 
after circus parades. It is precious seldom that 
he ever gets a positive idea out of them; what 
he usually gets is mere unintelligent ratifica- 
tion. But this troop, despite its obvious fail- 
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ings, corrupts him in various ways. For one 
thing, it enormously reénforces his belief in 
his own ideas, and so tends to make him stiff 
and dogmatic—in brief, precisely everything 
that he ought not to be. And for another 
thing, it tends to make him (by a curious con- 
tradiction) a bit pliant and politic: he begins 
to estimate new ideas, not in proportion as 
they are amusing or beautiful, but in propor- 
tion as they are likely to please. So beset, 
front and rear, he sometimes sinks supinely to 
the level of a professor, and his subsequent pro- 
ceedings are interesting no more. The true 
aim of a critic is certainly not to make con- 
verts. He must know that very few of the 
persons who are susceptible to conversion are 
worth converting. Their minds are intrinsi- 
cally flabby and parasitical, and it is certainly 
not sound sport to agitate minds of that sort. 
Moreover, the critic must always harbor a 
grave doubt about most of the ideas that they 
lap up so greedily—it must occur to him not 
infrequently, in the silent watches of the night, 
that much that he writes is sheer buncombe. 
As I have said, I can’t imagine any idea—that 
is, in the domain of esthetics—that is palpably 
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and incontrovertibly sound. All that I am 
familiar with, and in particular all that I 
announce most vociferously, seem to me to con- 
tain a core of quite obvious nonsense. I thus 
try to avoid cherishing them too lovingly, and 
it always gives me a shiver to see any one else 
gobble them at one gulp. Criticism, at bottom, 
is indistinguishable from scepticism. Both 
launch themselves, the one by esthetic pres- 
entations and the other by logical presenta- 
tions, at the common human tendency to ac- 
cept whatever is approved, to take in ideas 
ready-made, to be responsive to mere rhetoric 
and gesticulation. A critic who believes in 
anything absolutely is bound to that something 
quite as helplessly as a Christian is bound to 
the Freudian garbage in the Book of Revela- 
tion. To that extent, at all events, he is 
unfree and unintelligent, and hence a bad 
critic. 

The demand for “constructive” criticism is 


1€é_dem 

based upon the same false assumption that im- 
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mutable truths exist in the arts, and that the ~ 


artist will be improved by being made aware _ ; 


of them. This notion, whatever the form it 
takes, is always absurd—as much so, indeed, 
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as its brother delusion that the critic, to be 
competent, must be a practitioner of the spe- 
cific art he ventures to deal with, z.e., that a 
doctor, to cure a belly-ache, must have a belly- 
ache. As practically encountered, it is disin- 
genuous as well as absurd, for it comes chiefly 
from bad artists who tire of serving as per- 
forming monkeys, and crave the greater ease 
and safety of sophomores in class. They de- 
mand to be taught in order to avoid being 
knocked about. In their demand is the theory 
that instruction, if they could get it, would 
profit them—that they are capable of doing 
better work than they do. As a practical mat- 
ter, I doubt that this is ever true. Bad poets 
never actually grow any better; they invari- 
ably grow worse and worse. In all history 
there has never been, to my knowledge, a single 
practitioner of any art who, as a result of 
“constructive” criticism, improved his work. 
The curse of all the arts, indeed, is the fact 
that they are constantly invaded by persons 
who are not artists at all—persons whose 
yearning to express their ideas and feelings is 
unaccompanied by the slightest capacity for 
charming expression—in brief, persons with 
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absolutely nothing to say. This is particularly 
true of the art of letters, which interposes very 
few technical obstacles to the vanity and gar- 
rulity of such invaders. Any effort to teach 
them to write better is an effort wasted, as 
every editor discovers for himself; they are 
as incapable of it as they are of jumping over 
the moon. The only sort of criticism that can 
deal with them to any profit is the sort that 
employs them frankly as laboratory animals. 
It cannot cure them, but it can at least make 
an amusing and perhaps edifying show of them. 
It is idle to argue that the good in them is 
thus destroyed with the bad. The simple an- 
swer is that there és no good in them. Suppose 
Poe had wasted his time trying to dredge 
good work out of Rufus Dawes, author of 
Geraldine. He would have failed miserably 
—and spoiled a capital essay, still diverting 
after three-quarters of a century. Suppose 
Beethoven, dealing with Gottfried Weber, had 
tried laboriously to make an intelligent music 
critic of him. How much more apt, useful, 
and durable the simple note: ‘Arch-ass! 
Double-barreled ass!” Here was absolutely 
sound criticism. Here was a judgment wholly 
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beyond challenge. Moreover, here was a small 
but perfect work of art. 

Upon the low practical value of so-called 
constructive criticism I can offer testimony out 
of my own experience. My books are com- 
monly reviewed at great length, and many 
critics devote themselves to pointing out what 
they conceive to be my errors, both of fact 
and of taste. Well, I cannot recall a case 
in which any suggestion offered by a construc- 
tive critic has helped me in the slightest, or 
even actively interested me. Every such wet+ 
nurse of letters has sought fatuously to make 
me write in a way differing from that in which 
the Lord God Almighty, in His infinite wis- 
dom, impels me to write—that is, to make 
me write stuff which, coming from me, would 
be as false as an appearance of decency in a 
Congressman. All the benefits I have ever 
got from the critics of my work have come 
from the destructive variety. A hearty slating 
always does me good, particularly if it be well 
written. It begins by enlisting my professional 
respect; it ends by making me examine my 
ideas coldly in the privacy of my chamber. 
Not, of course, that I usually revise them, but 


280 


Footnote on Criticism 


I at least examine them. If I decide to hold 
fast to them, they are all the dearer to me 
thereafter, and I expound them with a new 
passion and plausibility. If, on the contrary, 
I discern holes in them, I shelve them in a 
pianisstmo manner, and set about hatching new 
ones to take their place. But constructive crit- 
icism irritates me. I do not object to being 
denounced, but I can’t abide being school-mas- 
tered, especially by men I regard as imbeciles. 

I find, as a practicing critic, that very few 
men who write books are even as tolerant as 
I am—that most of them, soon or late, show 
signs of extreme discomfort under criticism, 
however polite its terms. Perhaps this is why 
enduring friendships between authors and crit- 
ics are so rare. All artists, of course, dislike 
one another more or less, but that dislike sel- 
dom rises to implacable enmity, save between 
opera singer and opera singer, and creative 
author and critic. Even when the latter two 
keep up an outward show of good-will, there 
is always bitter antagonism under the sur- 
face. Part of it, I daresay, arises out of the 
impossible demands of the critic, particularly 
if he be tinged with the constructive madness. 
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Having favored an author with his good opin- 
ion, he expects the poor fellow to live up to 
that good opinion without the slighest compro- 
mise or faltering, and this is commonly beyond 
human power. He feels that any let-down 
compromises /ém—that his hero is stabbing 
him in the back, and making him ridiculous— 
and this feeling rasps his vanity. The most 
bitter of all literary quarrels are those be- 
tween critics and creative artists, and most 
of them arise in just this way. As for the 
creative artist, he on his part naturally resents 
the critic’s air of pedagogical superiority and 
he resents it especially when he has an uneasy 
feeling that he has fallen short of his best 
work, and that the discontent of the critic is 
thus justified. Injustice is relatively easy to 
bear; what stings is justice. Under it all, of 
course, lurks the fact that I began with: the 
fact that the critic is himself an artist, and 
that his creative impulse, soon or late, is bound 
to make him neglect the punctilio. When he 
sits down to compose his criticism, his artist 
ceases to be a friend, and becomes mere raw 
material for his work of art. It is my experi- 
ence that artists invariably resent this cavalier 
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use of them. They are pleased so long as the 
critic confines himself to the modest business 
of interpreting them—preferably in terms of 
their own estimate of themselves—but the mo- 
ment he proceeds to adorn their theme with 
variations of his own, the moment he brings 
new ideas to the enterprise and begins con- 
trasting them with their ideas, that moment 
they grow restive. It is precisely at this point, 
of course, that criticism becomes genuine crit- 
icism; before that it was mere reviewing. 
When a critic passes it he loses his friends. 
By becoming an artist, he becomes the foe 
of all other artists. 

But the transformation, I believe, has good 
effects upon him: it makes him a better critic. 
Too much Gemitlichkeit is as fatal to criticism 
as it would be to surgery or politics. When 
it rages unimpeded it leads inevitably either 
to a dull professorial sticking on of meaning- 
less labels or to log-rolling, and often it leads 
to both. One of the most hopeful symptoms 
of the new Aufkldrung in the Republic is the 
revival of acrimony in criticism—the renais- 
sance of the doctrine that esthetic matters are 
important, and that it is worth the while of 
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a healthy male to take them seriously, as he 
takes business, sport and amour. In the days 
when American literature was showing its first 
vigorous growth, the native criticism was ex- 
traordinarily violent and even vicious; in the 
days when American literature swooned upon 
the tomb of the Puritan Kultur it became 
flaccid and childish. The typical critic of the 
first era was Poe, as the typical critic of the 
second was Howells. Poe carried on his crit- 
ical jehads with such ferocity that he often 
got into law-suits, and sometimes ran no little 
risk of having his head cracked. He regarded 
literary questions as exigent and momentous. 
The lofty aloofness of the don was simply 
not in him. When he encountered a book that 
seemed to him to be bad, he attacked it almost 
as sharply as a Chamber of Commerce would 
attack a fanatic preaching free speech, or the 
corporation of Trinity Church would attack 
Christ. His opponents replied in the same 
Berserker manner. Much of Poe’s surviving 
ill-fame, as a drunkard and dead-beat, is due 
to their inordinate denunciations of him. 
They were not content to refute him; they con- 
stantly tried to dispose of him altogether. The 
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very ferocity of that ancient row shows that 
the native literature, in those days, was in a 
healthy state. Books of genuine value were 
produced. Literature always thrives best, in 
fact, in an atmosphere of hearty strife. Poe, 
surrounded by admiring professors, never chal- 
lenged, never aroused to the emotions of re- 
volt, would probably have written poetry in- 
distinguishable from the hollow stuff of, say, 
Professor George E. Woodberry. It took the 
persistent (and often grossly unfair and dis- 
honorable) opposition of Griswold et ail. to 
stimulate him to his highest endeavors. He 
needed friends, true enough, but he also needed 
enemies. 

To-day, for the first time in years, there is 
strife in American criticism, and the Paul 
Elmer Mores and Hamilton Wright Mabies 
are no longer able to purr in peace. The in- 
stant they fall into stiff professorial attitudes 
they are challenged, and often with anything 
but urbanity. The ex cathedra manner thus 
passes out, and free discussion comes in. 
Heretics lay on boldly, and the professors are 
forced to make some defense. Often, going 
further, they attempt counter-attacks. Ears 
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are bitten off. Noses are bloodied. There are 
wallops both above and below the belt. I 
am, I need not say, no believer in any magical 
merit in debate, no matter how free it may 
be. It certainly does not necessarily establish 
the truth; both sides, in fact, may be wrong, 
and they often are. But it at least accom- 
plishes two important effects. On the one 
hand, it exposes all the cruder fallacies to hos- 
tile examination, and so disposes of of many of 

them. “And on the other hand, it melodrama- — 
tizes the business ¢ s of the he critic, and so co so convinces 
thousands of bystanders, otherwise quite inert, 
that criticism is an amusing | and instructive 


art, and that the problems it deals with are 


important. What men will fight for seems 


to be: worth looking ir into. 


Pn 
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Cretecesm in the United States * 
By J. §. SPINGARN 


WueEwn I wrote the essays which a few years 
later were collected in a volume bearing the 
subtitle of “Essays on the Unity of Genius 
and Taste,’ the pedants and the professors 
were in the ascendant, and it seemed necessary 
to emphasize the side of criticism which was 
then in danger, the side that is closest to the 
art of the creator. How unimportant it 
seemed then to weigh and define all the phases 
of a critic’s duty, when one of the highest mo- 
ments of the life of the spirit, the moment of 
artistic creation, appeared, at least in America, 
to be so completely misunderstood. But now 
the professors have been temporarily routed 
by the dilettanti, the amateurs, and the jour- 
nalists, who treat a work of the imagination 

1¥From the article on “Scholarship and Criticism” in 
Civilization in the United States: An Inquiry by Thirty 
Americans (Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1922; preface 
dated July 4, 1921), as revised by the author for this 


collection. The first section of the article, relating to 
scholarship, has been omitted here. 
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as if they were describing fireworks or a bull- 
fight (to use a phrase of Zola’s about Gautier) ; 
and so it is necessary now to insist on the dis- 
cipline and illumination of knowledge and 
thought,—in other words, to write an “‘Essay 
on the Divergence of Criticism and Creation.” 

American criticism, like that of England, 
but to an even greater extent, suffers from a 
want of philosophic insight and precision. It 
has neither inherited nor created a tradition 
of esthetic thought. Golden utterances there 
have been aplenty—utterances wise, or acute, 
or daring enough to confound those who refuse 
to recognize the American spirit except where 
they find a faded moralism,—utterances that 
anticipate the most modern concepts of criti- 
cism throughout the world. To this American 
ancestry of my own thought and that of others 
I “point with pride.” * How can we forget 
Jefferson’s literary Declaration of Independ- 
ence, with its contempt for “the artificial 
canons of criticism” and its insistence that 
the only test of literary excellence is whether 
a work gives pleasure and is ‘animating, in- 
teresting, attaching,” even though the idea of 

1See the Appendix. 
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pleasure no longer sums up for us the whole 
spiritual world of art? How can we forget 
Poe’s conception of poetry as “the rhythmical 
creation of beauty” and of beauty as having 
“no concern whatever either with Duty or with 
Truth” ; or Emerson’s kindred idea that beauty, 
like truth, is ‘‘an ultimate end,” and his defini- 
tion of criticism, with its striking challenge, 
“Here was a new mind, and it was welcome to 
a new style’? If we have forgotten them, it is 
because these utterances have remained more 
or less isolated, and their implications but half 
apprehended; they have never been consoli- 
dated into a body of thought or imposed them- 
selves as a state of mind on American critics. _ 
For virtually all of us every critical problem 
is a separate problem, a problem in a philo- 
sophic vacuum, and so open for discussion to 
any astute mind with a taste for letters. Real- 
ism, classicism, romanticism, imagism, impres- 
sionism, expressionism, and other terms or 
movements as they spring up, seem ultimate 
realities instead of matters of very subordinate 
concern to any philosophy of art,—mere prac- 
tical programmes which bear somewhat the 
same relation to esthetic truth that the plat- 
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form of the Republican Party bears to Aris- 
totle’s Politics or Marx’s Capital. 

As a result, critics are constantly carrying on 
a guerilla warfare of their own in favor of 
some vague literary shibboleth or sociological 
abstraction, and discovering anew the virtues 
or vices of individuality, modernity, Puritan- 
ism, the romantic spirit or the spirit of the 
Middle West, the traditions of the pioneer, 
and so on ad infinitum. This holds true of 
every school of American criticism, “conserva- 
tive’ or “radical”; for all of them a discon- 
nected body of literary theories takes the place 
of a real philosophy of art. “Find _an_ idea 
and then write about it” sums up th the € average 


American _writer’s conception of criticism. 
There are even those who conceive this scat- 
tering of casual thoughts as the sole duty of a 
critic, on the extraordinary assumption that in 
this dispersion of thought and power the critic 
is “expressing himself” as an “artist.” Now, 
while the critic must approach a work of lit- 
erature without preconceived notion of what 
that individual work should attempt, he can- 
not criticize it without some understanding of 
what all literature attempts. The critic with- 


290 


Criticism in the United States 


out an esthetic is a mariner without chart, 
compass, or knowledge of navigation; for the 
question is not where the ship should go or 
what cargo it should carry, but whether it is 
going to arrive at any port at all without sink- 
ing. 

Criticism is essentially an expression of 
taste, or that faculty of imaginative e sympathy 
by which the 1 reader or or spectator is is able to re- 
live the vision created by by. the artist. This is is 
the soil without which it cannot flourish; but it 
attains its end and becomes criticism in the 
highest sense > only | when taste is guided by 


knowledge and rises to the level of thought, 


for then, and only then, does the critic give us 
something | that the artist as artist cannot give. 
Of these three elements, implicit in all real 
criticism, the professors have made light of 
taste, and have made thought itself subservient 
to knowledge, while the dilettanti have consid- 
ered it possible to dispense with both know]l- 
edge and thought. But even dilettante criti- 
cism is preferable to the dogmatic and intel- 
lectualist criticism of the professors, on the 
same grounds that Sainte-Beuve is superior to 
Brunetiére, or Hazlitt to F rancis Jeffrey; for 


291 


J. E. Spingarn 


the dilettante at least meets the mind of the 
artist on the plane of imagination and taste, 
while the intellectualist or moralist is pre- 
cluded by his temperament and his theories 
from ever understanding the primal thrill and 
purpose of the creative act. 


be a 1 philosophy ‘of life, and all esthetic 
formule seem empty unless there is ichness 
of content behind them. The critic, like the 
‘poet or the philosopher, has the whole world 
to range in, and the farther he ranges in it, 
the better his work will bes Yee this does 


criticism of the arts of expression, should focus 


its attention on morals, history, life, ‘instead ce 


of _on the forms into which the artist trans- 
forms them, Art has something else to give 
us; and to seek moral or economic theories 
in it is to seek moral or economic theories, but 
not art. Indeed, the United States is the only 
civilized country where morals are still in con- 
troversy so far as creative literature is con- 
cerned; France, Germany, and Italy liberated 
themselves from this faded obsession long ago; 
even in England critics of authority hesitate to 
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judge a work of art by moral standards. Yet 
this is precisely what divides the two chief 
schools of American criticism, the moralists 
and the anti-moralists, though even among the 
latter masquerade some whose only quarrel 
with the moralists is the nature of the moral 
standards employed. 

The seeds of a more fruitful tradition had 
been planted in our earlier criticism, as we 
have seen. But if we disregard the influence 
of the “new psychology” and of a half-baked 
“literary anthropology,” which has not yet 
taken definite form, the main forces that have 
influenced the present clashes in the American 
attitude toward literature seem to be three. 
There is first of all the conception of literature 
as a moral influence, a conception which goes 
back to the Greco-Roman rhetoricians and 
moralists, and after pervading English thought 
from Sidney to Johnson, finds its last strong- 
hold to-day among the American descendants 
of the Puritans. There_is, secondly, the— 
Shavian conception of of piers as the most 
effective instrument for ‘or the conversion of the 
world to a new Weltanschauung, to be judged 
by the novelty and freshness of its ideas, a 
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conception particularly attractive to the school 
of young reformers, radicals, and intellectuals 
whose interest in the creative imagination is 
secondary, and whose training in esthetic 
thought has been negligible; this is merely an 
obverse of the Puritan moralism, and is tainted 
by the same fundamental misconception of the 
meaning of the creative imagination. And 
there is finally the conception of literature as 
an external thing, a complex < of rhythms, - 
charm, technical skill, beauty without inner 
‘content, or mere theatrical effectiveness, which 
goes back through the English ’nineties to the 
French ’seventies, when the idea of the spiritual 
autonomy of art,—that “beauty is its own ex- 
cuse for being,”—was distorted into the merely 
mechanical theory of “‘art for art’s sake’; the 
French have a special talent for narrowing 
esthetic truths into hard-and-fast formule, de- 
void of their original nucleus of philosophic 
reality, but all the more effective on this ac- 
count for universal conquest as practical pro- 
grammes. 

All three of these conceptions have their ele- 
ment of truth, but all three are inadequate and 
incomplete. Pity the poor esthete for whom 
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art, in any of its single outer manifestations, is 
the whole life of the spirit; pity the poor mor- 
alist for whom the life of the spirit in one of 
its highest moments is cribbed and confined by 
a narrow theory of the meaning of life. It 
may be difficult to tell which of them misses 
the most; yet who can doubt that when we 
meet them in practical life the error of the 
moralist seems the nobler of the two% And 
how could it be otherwise ?—for it is precisely 
in the life of action that we seek for the guiding 
star of moral values, which the esthete at- 
tempts to evade in assuming that the ideal 
freedom of the artist as an artist is one with 
the practical duty of the artist asa man. But 
in the ideal world of art moralism must always 
find itself homeless and dispossessed. The very 
nature of poetry must forever be a bitter chal- 
lenge to those who have only this narrow single 
standard; and there is no other way out except 
that of Plato, who because of the “immorality” 
of poetry banishes all poets forever from the 
ideal Republic. Of all the moralistic critics, 
Plato is the only one who is thoroughly con- 
sistent. 

The apparent paradox which none of these 
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critics face is that the Weltanschauung of the 
creative artist, his moral convictions, his views 
on intellectual, economic, and other subjects, 
furnish the content of his work and are at the 
same time the chief obstacles to his artistic 
achievement. Out of morals or philosophy 
he has to make, not morals or philosophy, but 
poetry; for morals and philosophy are only a 
part, and a small part, of the whole reality 
which his imagination has to encompass. ‘The 
man who is overwhelmed with moral theories 
and convictions would naturally find it easiest 
to become a moralist, and moralists are prosaic, 
not poetic. A man who has strong economic 
convictions would find it easiest to become an 
economist or economic reformer, and economics 
too is the prose of life, not the poetry. A man 
with a strong philosophic bias would find it 
easiest to become a pure thinker, and the poet’s 
visionary world topples when laid open to the 
cold scrutiny of logic. A poet is a human be- 
ing, and therefore likely to have convictions, 
prejudices, preconceptions, like other men; but 
the deeper his interest in them is, the easier it 
is for him to become a moralist, economist, 
philosopher, or what not, and the harder for 
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him to transcend them and to become a poet. 

But if the genius of the poet (and by poet I 
mean any writer of imaginative literature) is 
strong enough, it will transcend them, pass 
over them by the power of the imagination, 
which leaves them behind without knowing it. 


—— 


It has been well said that morals are one real- _ 
ity, a poem is another reality, and the illusion 
consists in thinking the them one and the same. 
The poet’s conscience as a man may be satisfied 
by the illusion, but woe to him if it is not an 
illusion, for that is what we tell him when 
we say, “He is a moralist, not a poet.” Such 
a man has merely expressed his moral convic- 
tions, instead of leaping over and beyond them 
into that world of the imagination where moral 
ideas must be interpreted from the standpoint 
of poetry, or the artistic needs of the characters 
portrayed, and not by the logical or reality 
value of morals. When it is said that beauty, 
like truth, is “an ultimate end,” with its im- 
plication that in seeking the essential secret 
of art we must look elsewhere than in its truth 
or its morals, the utilitarian no less than the 
narrow moralist assumes that we are giving 
advice to the dilettante trifler in verse (who 
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is not an artist at all) instead of attempting 
to define the essential secret of the art of 
Aeschylus and Dante, Shakespeare and Goethe, 
Milton and Racine, and all their high com- 
peers, classic and romantic, in the ancient and 
modern world. But how can we solve that 
secret if we see no difference whatever between 
their art and the thought of a Plato or Spinoza, 
the moral illumination of an Emerson or 
Franklin, or the noble exaltation of the Gettys- 
burg Address? ‘The critic who has missed that 
difference has missed everything. By ignoring 
one of the vital elements necessary to form a 


synthesis, he has even missed the | power of 
understanding their essential unity | in the life 
of the spirit. 

~ That is what we mean when we say that this 
“leaping over’ is the test of all art, that it is 
inherent in the very nature of the creative 
imagination. It explains a myriad problems. 
It explains, for example, how Milton the 
moralist started out to make Satan a demon 
and how Milton the poet ended by making 
him a hero; and from this hymning of the devil 
we learn how our moralistic critics cannot even 
understand a Puritan poet. From another 
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angle, it explains the blindness of the Ameri- 
can critic who recently objected to the “loose 
thinking” of Carl Sandburg’s poem, Smoke and 
Steel, in which steel is conceived as made of 
“smoke and blood,” and who propounded this 
question to the Walrus and the Carpenter: 
“How can smoke, the lighter refuse of steel, 
be one of its constituents, and how can the 
smoke which drifts away from the chimney 
and the blood which flows in the steelmak- 
er’s veins be correlates in their relation to 
steel ?” 

Where shall we match this precious gem? 
Over two centuries ago, Othello’s cry after the 
death of Desdemona, 


“O heavy hour, 
Methinks it should now be a huge eclipse 
Of sun and moon!” 


provoked another intellectualist critic to in- 
quire whether “the sun and moon can both 
together be so hugely eclipsed in any one heavy 
hour whatsoever’; but Rymer has been called 
“the worst critic that ever lived” for applying 
tests like these to the poetry of Shakespeare. 
Over a century ago a certain Abbé Morellet, 
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unmoved by the music of Chateaubriand’s de- 
scription of the moon,— 


“She pours forth in the woods this great secret 
of melancholy which she loves to recount to the old 
oaks and the ancient shores of the sea,’— 


asked his readers: ““How can the melancholy 
of night be called a secret; and if the moon 
recounts it, how is it still a secret; and how 
does she manage to recount it to the old oaks 
and the ancient shores of the sea rather than 
to the deep valleys, the mountains, and the 
rivers?” And so when Macbeth, stung by his 
agony into immortal eloquence,—“to-morrow 
and to-morrow and to-morrow,’—finds time 
but a petty pace that has lighted fools the 


way to dusty death, and life itself nothing but 
a tale 


“Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, 
Signifying nothing,” 


can we not imagine some of our own profes- 
sors, for whom Art is but a pretty page serv- 
ing King Virtue and Queen Truth, crying out 
in disdain: “‘And it is this passage, gentlemen, 
in which a false and immoral conception of 
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life is expounded, that some of the so-called 
esthetic critics consider the high-water mark 
of poetry’? Or if we cannot imagine it, it 
is only because the passage is not by a modern 
poet without the prestige of Shakespeare’s 
fame. 

These are simply exaggerations of the in- 
evitable consequence of subjecting the world 
of the imagination to the moods and tests of 
actual life. ‘Sense, sense, nothing but sense!” 
cried a great Austrian poet, “as if poetry in 
contrast with prose were not always a kind of 
divine nonsense. Every poetic image bears 
within itself its own certain demonstration that 
logic is not the arbitress of art.”” And Alfieri 
spoke for every poet in the world when he said 
of himself, “Reasoning and judging are for 
me only pure and generous forms of feeling.” 
The trained economist, philosopher, or moral- 
ist, examining the ideas of a poet, is always 
likely to say: “These are not clearly thought 
out or logical ideas; they are just a poet’s 
fancy or inspiration”; and the sneer of the 
expert may be the final praise of the poet. To 
give us a vision of reality, and not reality, 
imagination rather than thought or morals, 
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is the eternal mission of the artist. To 
forego that vision is to miss one of the highest 


moments OF the life of the spirit No oth other 


pletely fulfilled. ae 

These are some of the elementary reasons 
why those who demand of the poet a definite 
code of morals or manners, the ready-made 
standards of any society, however great, that 
is bounded by space or time—‘‘American 
ideals,” or ‘‘Puritanism,” or on the other side, 
“radical ideas’ —seem to me to show their in- 
competence as critics. Life, teeming life, with 
all its ardors and agonies, is the only limit 
within which the poet’s vision can be cabined 
and confined; and all we ask of him is that 
he create a new life in which the imagination 
can breathe and move as naturally as our prac- 
tical selves can live in the world of reality. 
How can we expect illumination from those 
who share the “typical American business 
man’s” inherent inability to live in the world 
of fantasy which the poets have created, with- 
out the business man’s ability to face the ex- 
ternal facts of life and mold them to his will? 
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These men are schoolmasters, pedants, moral- 
ists, policemen, but neither critics nor true 
lovers of the spiritual food that art provides. 
To the creative writers of America I should 
give a wholly different message from theirs. 


I should say to them: ‘Express what is in you 
all that serene or turbulent vision of multi- 
tudinous life which is yours by right of imagi- 


nation, trusting in your own power to achieve 
discipline and mastery, and leave > the discus-_ 
sion of ‘American ideals’ to statesmen, his- 


tori / philosophers, with the certainty 
torians, and philosophers, with the certainty 


that if you truly express the vision that is in 


—— ee 


ee 


world will never_ceas ive in and to love. 

new, something unrealized, something to be 

created and to be given as an incredible gift 

to a hundred million men. Courage is the 

birthright of the poet as much as of the soldier 
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or statesman; and courage in trusting your 
imagination is to you the very breath of life. 
But mastery of the imagination, and not mere 
submission to it, must be your goal ; for how can 
cyecemie vartist ex presen Hincelin am te maeem 
‘slavery rather than power? By giving what_ 


is be is best in him to his art, the American artist” artist 


serves America. best.”” 

A profound i inner reform is needed in order 
that the critics of America may prepare them- 
selves adequately to interpret this new litera- 
ture, to separate the chaff from the wheat, and 
in so doing to purify and ennoble the taste and 
enlarge the imaginative sympathies of a whole 
people. 

The first need of American criticism to-day 
is education | in esthetic thinking. It needs 
‘above all the cleansing and stimulating power 
of an intellectual bath. Only the drenching 
discipline that comes from mastery of the prob- 
lems of esthetic thought can train us for the 
duty of interpreting the American literature 
of the future. The anarchy of impressionism 
is a natural reaction against the mechanical 
theories and jejune text-books of the profes- 
sors, but it is a temporary haven and not a 
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home. The haphazard empiricism of English 
criticism and the faded moralism of some of 
our own will serve us no more. We must 
desert these muddy waters, and seek purer and 
deeper streams. For the conception of the 
critic as See Ses or t phonograph \ we must 
thetic thinker. In a panne - where philoso- 
phers urge men to cease thinking, it may be 
the task of the critic to revivify and reorganize 
thought. 

The second need of American criticism can 
be summed up in the word scholarship—that 
discipline of k knowledge which will give us at 
one and the same “time a wider international 
outlook and a deeper national insight. One 
will spring from the other, for the timid 
Colonial spirit finds no place in the heart of 
the citizen of the world; and respect for native 


talent, born of a surer knowledge, 1 will ; ll prevent 


us. alike from overrating its” merits a and from 


of the professors, a think that tradition ac- 
tually lives in monuments, heirlooms, dead an- 
cestors, and printed books, we must substitute 


the illumination of a humane scholarship, 


de Oy 98s 
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which realizes that learning is but a quest for 
the he larger s self and that tradition is a state of 


the soul. Half- knowledge is either too timid 
or too cocksure; and only out of the spiritual 


rr 


discipline that is born of intellectual travail 


eee 
and adventure can come a true independence 
of judgment ‘and taste. . A eis 

For taste is after all both the point of de- 


parture at ture and the goal and the third and great- 


sibility, a_ _a_more_ “complete _ submission | ‘to the 
imaginative will of the ai artist, before attempt- _ 
ing to rise above i it into the realm of judgment. 
The critic is not a man seated on a block of 
ice watching a bright fire, or how could he 
realize the full force of its warmth and power? 
If there is anything that American life can be 
said to give least of all, it is training in taste. 
There is a deadness of artistic feeling, which 
is sometimes replaced or disguised by a fervor 
of sociological obsession, but this is no sub- 
stitute for the faculty of imaginative sympathy 
which is at the heart of all criticism. By taste, 
I mean, of course, not the “good taste” of the 
dilettante or the amateur collector, or taste in 
its eighteenth-century sense, but that creative 
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artist and the enjoyer of art share » alike, For 
this the ardor of the reformer, the insight of 
the historian, even the moral passion of the 
saint is no substitute; for taste, or esthetic 
enjoyment, is the only gateway to. the critic’ s 
judgment, and over it is a flaming si; signpost, 
‘Critic, abandon all hope when this gate is 
shut.” 

This is your task, critics of America—to see 
that Plato’s dream of | banishing poets: from 
the ideal Republic does not come true. It is 
your chief duty, against moralist and hedonist_ 
arid utilitarian alike, to justify the ways. of 
beauty to ‘Americans. _ In a land where virtu- 
ous platitudes ‘have so often been mistaken for 
poetry, it is y it is your task to explain the real mean- 


ing of the f the esthetic r moment for the higher 1iy lives 


ba 


of men. But no one knows better than I that 
you cannot rest satisfied even with this. For 
the modern critic has learnt to distinguish 
clearly between art, philosophy, history, re- 
ligion, morals, not for the purpose of of denying 
but of establishing their | r essential 1 unity in the 
life of the spirit. Those who deny this unity 


and those who would substitute for it a mud- 
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dle-headed if well-meaning confusion are alike 
the Enemy. Though you reject the criticism 
in which beauty is forever measured and tested 
by the moralist’s rigid rules and justified by 
virtues that are not her own, still less can you 
be satisfied with the criticism in which ‘‘ideas” 
are struck out in random and irresponsible 
flashes like sparks from the anvil of a gnome. 
You cannot be satisfied with anything but 
truth—that whole truth which is life—even 
in the service of beauty. 
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By ERNEST BOYD 


Literary criticism in this country has, at least, 
the charm of consistent irrelevancy. With 
English criticism it shares, of course, the fun- 
damental irrelevancy of the moral, as opposed 
to the esthetic standard, and is only happy | 
when confronted with literature that is both | 
morally and esthetically good. In the absence ~ 
of the latter quality the Anglo-Saxon critic, 
with rare exceptions, is consoled by the former, 
but in the absence of the former he is so in- 
censed that one naturally draws the inference 
that the apparent appreciation of the beautiful, 
of the esthetically perfect, is really conditioned 
by an appeal to the “moral sense.’ Benedetto 
Croce has lived in vain, so far as these worthy 
arbiters are concerned, as his most prominent 
American champion recently discovered when 


1 Originally published in The Nation (New York), June 
20, 1923, and revised by the author for this collection. 
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he had to remind an eminent professor that 
it was not the immoral and Mediterranean 
Croce, but the blond and Nordic Emerson who 
declared that “beauty is its own excuse for 
being.” 

By way of counteracting this school of crit- 
icism America has gradually evolved an oppo- 
sition partly founded upon the equally irrele- 
vant doctrine that whatever is radical is good. 
The term “‘radical’’ is accepted in the widest 
and most abusive sense employed by the 
stupidest conservatives, and may include de- 
fiance of the Seventh Commandment and the 
Eighteenth Amendment, a belief in the Decla- 
ration of Independence and the Single Tax, 
the nationalization of industry and One Big 
Union. In consequence of this curious readiness 
'to make their own whatever bogies haunt the 

dreams of their sleepiest adversaries, the left 
| wing extends an affecting tolerance to all lit- 
erature, however execrable in style and con- 
| struction, which seems to challenge the exist- 
ing order. The story of an adultery is ad- 
mirable, provided it be self-conscious and sor- 
did. If an author has sound views concerning 
the League of Nations and the release of polit- 
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ical prisoners his work is assured of an enthu- 
siastic reception at the hands of critics who 
would scorn the same naivetés and crude work- 
manship in a Harold Bell Wright. 

Thus the two schools of opinion into which 
American criticism falls are moved primarily 
by considerations that are irrelevant to the 
understanding and appreciation of art. Con- 
servatives of the caliber of George Saintsbury 
and Anatole France are as rare amongst Amer- 
ican critics as are radicals like Georg Brandes. 
Between the two extremes are a few isolated 
figures whose influence is as nothing beside that 
of another and peculiarly indigenous type of 
criticism which has never quite decided to 
which school it belongs. These are those in- 
fluential journalists who write of books with 
the enthusiasm of auctioneers and speak of 
them with the tongues of traveling salesmen. 
They would probably—and certainly rightly 
—describe themselves as “regular fellows,” 
and they make their standards accordingly. 
When not preoccupied with the more substan- 
tial delights of baseball and poker they emerge 
to pronounce their emphatic conviction that 
whatever volume they have last read “sure is 
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some book.” These obiter dicta make count- 
less thousands rejoice, and publishers mourn 
whose wares do not happen to have received 
this invaluable advertisement. Praise and 
blame are showered upon the just and the un- 
just alike, without regard for the possible ethi- 
cal or esthetic merits or demerits of the works 
in question. The only author who is certain 
never to benefit by this apparent impartiality 
is the author of genuine original talent who 
has no friends at court. These critics, while 
emancipated to some degree from the irrelevant 
considerations that hamper their conservative 
and radical colleagues, are innocent of critical 
background and utterly without a sense of 
values other than news values. 

In the circumstances it is not surprising that, 
while a national literature of considerable in- 
terest and vitality is growing up in America, 
American criticism is proving inadequate to 
the tasks that concern it. In the arts, as in 
the life of America itself, the same process 
of growth and evolution is going on, and it 
is producing results which are curiously par- 
allel. The Ku Klux Klan has its counterpart in 
Ku Klux Kriticism. It is not the least of the 
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charms of the American scene that ideas once 
current in influential circles are immediately 
reflected in mob action. The hooded hooligans 
who lynch and flog to the greater glory of their 
Nordic and Protestant God are merely the 
large scale product of doctrines more discreetly 
evolved by their betters—dolichocephalic de- 
mocracy. In all its manifestations the Ku 
Klux spirit derives its impulse from the resent- 
ment provoked by the obvious fact that Amer- 
ica is not an Anglo-Saxon country, that nu- 
merous infiltrations of race and culture are 
gradually creating for this country a national 
identity which is not that of the Colonists, 
whose names are so often taken in vain. The 
situation is aggravated by the persistent emer- 
gence in every field of American life of these 
sinister “aliens” who have completely forgot- 
ten—if they ever knew it—the tradition which 
relegated them to subordinate occupations. 
The new national literature, in particular, 
would shrink to its old provincial status with 
remarkable rapidity if the literary lynching 
bees could only eliminate those names which 
have not the familiar Anglo-Saxon ring, or do 
not stand for those ideas which one unconscious 
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humorist has designated “the genius of Amer- 
icase 

Hence the rise of Ku Klux Kriticism, which 
would see to it that American literature be 
Nordic, Protestant, and blond. One does not 
expect an intelligible or reasoned confession 
of faith from the exponents of this democratic 
method of grappling with national problems; 
theirs is not to reason why but to do . . . and 
make the other fellow die. The Ku Kluxers 
of criticism are, in this respect, true to type, 
for the most part. They content themselves 
with a general denial of the right of any person 


_ whose name seems “foreign” to speak on be- 


half of America. One of their number, how- 
ever, has undertaken a more or less coherent 
exposition of the ideas and ideals that animate 
the Klan in its literary operations. In his vol- 
ume, On Contemporary Literature, Professor 
Stuart Sherman arrives at the crescendo of 
his appreciation of Mark Twain in a phrase 
which is at once an illuminating irrelevancy 
and a declaration of the Ku Klux faith: in 
impassioned italics he exclaims that Mark 
Twain “was an American.” Then, feeling, 
perhaps, that this admirable virtue hardly 
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seems adequate as a summary of the qualities 
which entitle Mark Twain to his position in 
American literature, Professor Sherman con- 
tinues: “To the foreign critic this ultimate 
tribute may seem perplexingly cheap and anti- 
climactic. That is, of course, due to the mis- 
taken notion that we number some fivescore 
millions of Americans. As a matter of fact, 
we number our Americans on our ten fingers; 
the rest of us are merely citizens of the United 
States. Any one who will take the trouble 
to be born may become a citizen. To become 
an American requires other talents.” 

This metaphysical and ingenuous distinction 
between “Americans” and “citizens of the 
United States” is an attempt to rationalize 
the position of the Ku Klux Klan. Its funda- 
mental assumption is that America is not a 
nation in the process of evolution, drawing its 
life from the various races that are helping 
to build it up, but an Anglo-Saxon colony 
unfortunately afflicted by the influx of aliens. 
In “Americans” the same critic carries his the- 
ory a step further by explicitly recognizing the 
heterogeneous character of the American people 
and as explicitly rejecting these, to him, exotic 
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elements in its composition. ‘This latest gen- 
eration of Americans,” he writes, ‘‘so vulgar 
and selfish and good-humored and sensual and 
impudent, shows little trace of the once dom- 
inant Puritan stock and nothing of the Puri- 
tan temper. It is curiously and richly com- 
posed of the children of parents who dedi- 
cated themselves to accumulation and, toiling 
inarticulately in shop and field, in forest and 
mine, never fully mastered the English definite 
article or the personal pronoun. It is com- 
posed of children whose parents or grand- 
parents brought their copper kettles from Rus- 
sia, tilled the soil of Hungary, taught the 
Mosaic law in Poland, cut Irish turf, ground 
optical glass in Germany, dispensed Bavarian 
beer, or fished for mackerel around the Skager- 
rack.” No exception need be taken to this 
more or less accurate illustration of the devel- 
opment of America. What is interesting is 
the typical Ku Klux revolt against the impli- 
cations and consequences of this development. 

The professors of blond Nordic literature 
hold this new generation responsible for all the 
ills which, in their opinion, infest the republic 
of letters. The writers who disturb their aca- 
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demic calm bear names suggestive of those 
lesser breeds whose parental history Professor 
Sherman has outlined. The critics who cham- 
pion this new literature are similarly tainted, 
and its public is exclusively composed of the 
newly emancipated children of once humble 
slaves. Of the critics we are told that “how- 
ever it may be connected with the house of 
Jesse,” it is not a group ‘‘which should be ex- 
pected to hear any profound murmurings of 
ancestral voices or to experience any mysteri- 
ous inflowing of national experience in medi- 
tating on the names of Mark Twain, Whitman, 
Thoreau, Lincoln, Emerson, Franklin and 
Bradford.” As for the readers whose tastes 
are guided by these critics, they revel in “the 
English paradoxers and mountebanks, the 
Scandinavian misanthropes, the German ego- 
maniacs, and, above all, in the later Russian 
novelists, crazy with war, taxes, hunger, an- 
archy, vodka and German philosophy.” Here 
is heard the raucous note of the Know Noth- 
ing movement, the instinctive revolt of the 
mandarin against ‘foreign devils,” with, of 
course, the inevitable echo of belated English 
controversies concerning Ibsen and Strindberg 
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and Nietzsche. Be Anglo-Saxon or be for- 
ever silent is the exhortation of the critical 
Ku Klux to the false prophets of American- 
ism, whose heresy it is that in this great welter — 
of races and creeds and cultures the “‘ances- 
tral voices” of only one group should not be 
heard. 

The alternative to what has been facetiously 
named “the Loyal Independent Order of 
United Hiberno-German-Anti-English Amer- 
icans” is a mysterious something described as 
“essential Americanism,” which automatically 
excludes whole races and traditions which are 
' becoming, in an essentially American manner, 
an integral part of America. Emerson, it 
seems, was wrong when he uttered his immoral 
dictum concerning Beauty, for, in spite of ‘‘an- 
cestral voices,” Professor Sherman did not rec- 
ognize its Anglo-Saxon authenticity. In place 
_ of what appeared to be a characteristically per- 
verse sentiment, inspired by vodka or German 
egomania in those who are undermining the 
Puritan stamina of America, he substituted the 
statement that “beauty has a heart full of 
service.”” Thence it followed that art in Amer- 
ica must serve the community; it must justify 
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its existence to the philistines who argue that 
business is the proper study of man. The 
dominant characteristic of the American genius 
is “an incomparably profound moral ideal- 
ism.” Incomparably profound moral idealism, 
by definition, however, is the privilege of only 
a fraction of the peoples who constitute the 
American nation, and it is this fraction which 
is alone entitled to be heard. 

There is something refreshingly naive in this 
appeal to the artist on behalf of the com- 
munity when from that community is excluded 
many of its inseparable elements. What if 
these dangerous tribes, with their background 
of Russian copper kettles, Irish turf and Ba- 
varian beer, regard this new literature in which 
they collaborate as readers and writers as the 
true expression of the American genius of 
which they are a part? It is not the artist 
who is responsible to the community, but rather 
the community which must give the artist the 
material of which his dreams are made. This 
America is a much more complicated and less 
homogeneous entity than is dreamt of in the 
philosophy of the Ku Klux and its literary 
counterpart. It might be more profitable to 
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ascertain to what degree that “vulgar and 
selfish and good-humored and sensual and im- 
pudent” new generation is expressed by the 
artists and critics whom it supports than to 
attempt to rehabilitate the Puritan, as Pro- 
fessor Sherman does, by proving him to have 
been what he was not, to an age that is entirely 
uninterested in such speculations. It may well 
be that precisely between this new literature 
and this new generation there exists that re- 
_ jlation based upon mutual interpretation and 
comprehension which is the only possible rela- 
‘tion between the artist and the community. 
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Passages Illustrating the Growth of an American 
Tradition of Criticism? 


“T have _always very much despised the artificial 
canons" of criticism.. When I have read a work in 
prose or poetry, or seen a painting, a statue, etc., I 
have only asked myself whether it gives me pleasure, 
whether it is animating, interesting, attaching. If it 
is, it is good for these reasons.’—THOMAS JEFFERSON 


(letter to William Wirt, November 12, 1816.) 


“When I told Alcott that I would not criticize his 
compositions; that it would be as absurd to require 
them to conform to my way of writing and aiming, 
as it would be to reject Wordsworth because he was 
wholly unlike Campbell; that here was a new mind, 
and it was welcome to a new style; he replied, well 
pleased, ‘That is criticism.””—Emerson (Journals, 


1838). 
“Beauty is its own excuse for being.”—EmeERsoN. 


“This element [Beauty] I call an ultimate end. 
No reason can be asked or given why the soul seeks 
beauty. Beauty, in its largest and profoundest sense, 


1See page 288. 
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is one expression for the universe. . . . Like Truth, 


eae 
it is an ultimate aim of the human being.”—EMERSON. 


“There is then creative reading as well as creative 


writing. . . . Why should we write dramas, and epics, 
and eranicrs: and novels in two volumes? Why not 
write as variously as we dress and think ?”—EmeEr- 
SON. 


“The only proper method of testing the merits of a 


poem is by measuring its capabilities of exciting the 


Poetic Sentiments in others.”—Poer (1836). 


“I would define, in brief, the Poetry of words as 
the Rhythmical Creation of Beauty. Its sole arbiter 
is Taste. With the Intellect or with the Conscience, 
it has only collateral relations. Unless incidentally, 


it has no concern whatever either with Duty or with 


Truth.’ ’"—Por. 


“A heresy which, in the brief period it has already 
endured, may be said to have accomplished more in 
the corruption of our Poetical Literature than all its 
other enemies combined. I allude to the heresy of 
The Didactic. It has been assumed that the ultimate 
object of all Poetry is Truth. Every poem, it is said, 
should inculcate a moral, and by this moral is the 
poetical merit of the work to be adjudged. . . . But 
the simple fact is that would we but permit ourselves 
to look into our own souls, we should immediately 
there discover that under the sun there neither exists 
nor can exist any work more thoroughly dignified, 
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more supremely noble than this very poem, this poem 


per se, this poem which is a poem and nothing more, 


this poem written solely for the poem’s sake.”—Por. 


“To the reviewer [his] duty is the plainest,—the 
duty not even of appreciation, or of censure, or of 
silence, at his own will, but at the sway of those sen- 
timents and of those opinions which are derived from 
the author himself, through the medium of his written 
and published words. True criticism is the reflection 
of the thing criticized upon the spirit of the critic. 
. . - In fact, to appreciate thoroughly the work of 
what we call genius is to possess all the genius by 
which the work was produced.’’—Pokr. 


“Excellence may be considered an axiom, or a prop- 
osition which becomes self-evident just in proportion 
to the clearness or precision with which it is put... If 
it fairly exists, in this sense, it requires no further 
elucidation. To point out too particularly the beau- 
ties of a work is to admit tacitly that these beauties 
are not wholly admirable. Regarding, then, excel- 
lence as that which is capable of self-manifestation, 
it but remains for the critic to show when, where, and 
ee SL gS Cs 


“The Boston critics, who have a notion that poets 
are porpoises (for they are always talking about their 
rumning in ‘schools’) cannot make up their minds as 
to what particular school he must belong.” —Por. ~~ 


“Following the highest authority, we would wish, 
in a word, to limit literary criticism to comment upon 
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Art. A book is written—and it is only as the book 
that we subject it to revi review. With the opinions of 
the work, ‘considered otherwise than in ‘their relation 
to the work itself, the critic has really nothing to do. 
It is his part simply to decide upon the mode in which .. 
these opinions are brought to bear. Criticism is thus 
no ‘test of opinion.’ \ For this test, the work, divested 
of its pretensions as an art-product, is turned over for 
discussion . . . if a history, to the historian, if a meta- 


physical treatise, to the moralist.”—Por (1842). 


“There is no just and serene criticism as yet. Our 
taste is too delicate and particular. It says nay to 
the poet’s work, but never says yea to his hope.”— 
THOREAU. 


“Who that has heard a strain of music feared then 


lest he should speak _extravagantly—any—more_ for- 
ever ?”’—T HOREAU. 


“They [the highest type of critics] enter into the 
nature of another being and judge his work by its own 
law. But having done so, having ascertained his 
design and the degree of his success in fulfilling it, ~ 
they do also know how to put that aim in its place 
and how to estimate its relations. . .. Finally the 
critic is worthy to judge.’—MarcaretT Fuser 
(Papers on Literature and Art, 1846). 


“What suits Great Britain ... does not suit a 
mixed race, continually enriched with new blood from 
other stocks the most unlike that of our first descent, 
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with ample field and verge enough to range in and 
leave every impulse free, and abundant opportunity 
to develop a genius, wide and full as our rivers, 
luxuriant and impassioned as our vast prairies, rooted 
in strength as the rocks on which the Puritan fathers 
landed. . . . That day will not rise till the fusion of 
races among us is more complete.’—MAarGARET 
FULLER (essay on American Literature, 1846). 


“Lowell [as a writer of verse] is absolutely want- LY 
ing in the true spirit and tone of poesy. His interest. , 
in the moral questions of the day has supplied the 
want of vitality in himself. . . . To those who cannot 
understand the voice at Nature or Poetry, unless it dé 
speak in apothegms, and tag each story with a moral, . 
I have nothing to say.”—Marcaret FuLyer (1846). 


“The top of the hill he will ne’er come nigh reaching 
Till he learns the distinction ’twixt singing and yu 
preaching.” “y t 
ee ea JAMES RusseLL Lowey 
(criticism of his own poetry, 1848). 


“What difference would it make in our Judgment 
of Hamlet or Othello if a manuscript of Shakespeare’s 
memoirs should turn up, and we should find out that 
he had been a pitiful fellow? None in the world; 
for he is not a professed moralist, and his life does 
not give the warrant to his words. . . . This is pre- 
cisely the difference between what appeals to our 
esthetic or to our moral sense, between what is judged 
of by our taste or by our conscience.’—James Rus- 
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“Art, in itself considered, is neither moral nor im- 
moral. It belongs to an-entirely~separate class of 
| things.’—James C. Morrat (Introduction to the 


Study of Aesthetics, 1856). 


“Allons! from all formulas! 
From your formulas, O bat-eyed and materialistic 
priests ! 


Brain of the New World! what a task is thine! 

To formulate the Modern.—Out of the peerless gran- 
deur of the modern, 

Out of Thyself—comprising Science—to recast 


AV, , Poems, Churches, Art, 
a (Recast—maybe discard them, end them—Maybe 
yy” their work is done—who knows?) 
ar By pone He conception, on the background of 
Q: , the m ighty past, the dead, 
iy / Tei sain absolute faith, the mighty living pres- 
i) / | 


\; —WaL_t WHITMAN. 


“These two processes [reasoning and judgment] 
ww, have no power over Beauty; and if falsely applied 


yy. to this idea, they immediately destroy it in its own 

ah vy peculiar nature, and confound it with some ideas of 
ze which they can take cognizance, as utility and fitness. 

. The faculty, the mental power which arrives at 


, #7} this attribute [Beauty] is an internal intuition.’”— 
a JoHN Bascom (4sthetics, 1862). 
\ »* “Oh, rest assured that there are no stereotyped forms — 


of poetry._ It is a vital power and may assume any 


guise and take any shape.”—HeEnry Timrop (1863). 
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“That pallid and emasculate scholarship of which 
New England has furnished too many examples.”— 
Francis PARKMAN. 


“We do not condemn a creative work when it de- 
parts from some rule or precedent, but when it vio- 


lates its own principle, when it is not consistent with, be 


itself, when it hath not eyes to see, or ears to hear, { 
or hands to reach what lies within its own sphere.”— 
JOHN BuRROUGHS. 


Leta richness of inspiration—it has nothing to do 

ith the artistic process and it has everything to do 
with the artistic effect. ... Be the morality false 
or true, the writer’s deference to it greets us as a kind | 
of essential perfume.”—HeEnry JAMES (1884). 


“What is the meaning of your morality and your 
conscious moral purpose? Will you not define your 
terms and explain how (a novel being a picture) a 
picture can be either moral or immoral? You wish 
to paint a moral picture or carve a moral statue: will 
you not tell us how you would set about it? We are 
discussing the Art of Fiction; questions of art are_ 
questions (in the widest sense) of execution ; questions 
of morality are quite another affair 3 and will you not 
Tet us see how it is that } you find it so easy to mix them 


jE carte a dlchrdeh tote f Berra Siete ke 
up?... The essence of moral energy is to survey , 


the whole field. . . . No good novel will ever proceed 
from a superficial mind; that seems to me an axiom 
which, for the artist in fiction, will cover all needful 


moral ground.’—Henry James (1888). 
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“The only eee to which in advance we may 
hold a novel . . . is that it “be. interesting. = ine 
ways in which it is at liberty to_accomplish. xiuecceelt 

. . are as various_as the temperament.of.man... . 
A novel is in its broadest sense a_personal,_a_direct 
inipression « 1 of life: that, to begin with, constitutes its 
value, which is. greater or less... according. tothe in- 
tensity of the impression... But there will be no 
intensity at all, and therefore no value, unless there 
is freedom to feel and say. The tracing of a line to 
be followed, of a tone to be taken, of a form to be 
filled out, is a limitation of that freedom and a sup- 
pression of the very thing that we are most curious 


about.’—Henry James (1888). 


“For myself I live, live intensely and am fed by | 
_ life, and my value, whatever it be, is in my own kind 
of expression of that.”—Hernry James (1915). 


“If I were authorized to address any word directly 
to our novelists, I should say: Do not trouble your- 
self about standards or ideals, but try ta_be faithful 
and_natural. . . .”—Wiiu1am DEAN Howes. 


“I do not like to have you say that the supreme 
art in literature made you set art forever below 
humanity. The antithesis is not correct. There is 
2! no common measure. Is not Art, properly understood, 


the expression of humanity ? What you mean by it 
yp at I presume, is the technical method which it is 


the aim of so-called artists to racquire, the ‘art’ to 
which men devote themselves at the cost it may be of 


y x / their humanity; but not the art of the great artists 
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through whom Nature has uttered the voice of the 
world.” —Cuartes Exiot Norton (letter to W. D. 
Howells). 


“Nothing seemed more certain than that the Ameri- 
can people were not artistic, that they had as a people 
little instinct of beauty; but their intelligence in its 


e we 
higher as in its lower forms was both quick and eee 


fined.”—Henry Apams (History of the United States 
during the Second Administration of James Madison, 
1890). 


“In no other critic will esthetic perceptions and 
moral convictions be found presented with less real 
confusion of esthetic and moral ideals.”—FeErris 
GREENSLET (James Russell Lowell, 1905). 


“What profit was it, you asked, to take an author 
whose writing is filled with the subtlest appreciation 
of the world’s beauty, and stretch him on the rack 
of a harsh ethical theory? Pater was a lover and 
confessor of strange souls; should not, then, a true 
critic come to him in the same receptive mood? Well, 
I dare say you were right.’—PauL Eimer More 
(The Drift of Romanticism, 1913, prefatory letter 
to Frank Jewett Mather, Jr.). 


“Personally I don’t care a rap whether we call the 
Flight of a Tartar Tribe, or certain passages in the 
Confessions of an Opium Eater, prose or vers libres. 
I enjoy Wordsworth’s sonnets and I enjoy Shake- 
speare’s sonnets; and I don’t care in the least if some 
one proves to me that Shakespeare did not write son- 
nets but something else.”—THEODORE ROOSEVELT. 
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Jj « “The naughty boy theory and practice of criticism, 
“© with its doling out of bad marks.”-—James HuNEKER. 


o “Poe is just as American as Mark Twain; Lanier 

Pa “¢ is just as American as Whittier. Professor Van Dyke 
y says that Poe was a maker of ‘decidedly un-American 

**, cameos,’ but I do not understand what that means.” 
Pv. —Joun Macy (The Spirit of American Literature, 


\ ry 1913). 
“Art, true Art, is the desire of man to express 
/ himself, to record the reactions of his personality to 


the world he lives in.”—Amy LoweLL. 


“I can only repeat that art is not a branch of ped- 
¥ —_ agogy.” —JaMES BrancH CABELL. 


THE END 


330 


m PS 


{| 
gc? 
a 


GUSTAVUS ATTN COLLEGE 


3 0110 00186 6434 


